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Preface



The Book of Changes is both a compass and an atlas for finding your path. Just as a path is found by walking it,1 to know the Tao, you practice the Way. This is a guidebook for how to practice the Way, putting wisdom into action. 

The I Ching entered my life one summer in Taiwan when I was around eleven years old. My parents took my sisters and me into a sprawling bookstore in Taipei and told us we could each buy one book, any book of our choosing. I chose Kerson Huang’s I Ching: The Oracle. Each two-page spread consisted of the traditional Chinese text on one side and the English translation on the other. 

Of course, the text was light-years beyond my comprehension. I didn’t even know what it was and initially presumed that perhaps I had acquired a book of poetry. I lacked the life experience, the maturity, and the wisdom to understand even one page of the Oracle. 

Yet that did not deter me from trying. 

A pivotal moment in my relationship with the Book came when my grandmother passed away. I was in my twenties and did not fully understand mortality. That I’d had a finite number of years with my grandmother was not something I grasped until it was too late. My grandmother’s death hit me harder than I thought it would because in my head I had this running checklist of questions to ask her, and I kept telling myself I still had plenty of time . . . until I had no time at all.

No one told me I could use the I Ching as a device to communicate with the dead. It was something I dabbled with intuitively. Late at night, alone, I burned incense and offerings, lit candles, recited mantras in prayer, and thought of my grandmother. I clutched my last memento of her and begged her to show up for me.


[image: f01g001.tif]
Figure 1-1:  Studying the I Ching by a Window by 陳書 [Chen Shu] (1660–1735)2


I hadn’t been a very good granddaughter. There were countless instances from my childhood when I was purely awful to her. Communication was a challenge between us because she only spoke the Taiwanese dialect, in which I only knew cuss words. She showered me with love, gifts of candy, clothes, and gold (it’s an Asian thing), and in return I would play pranks on her and mope at the sight of dishes she laboriously cooked, pouting and puttering as I nudged the food with my chopsticks. “I’m not hungry,” I’d say, only to scarf down a burger and fries in front of her half an hour later.

As a young adult, I finally came to a newfound commitment to learning Taiwanese so I might converse with her. I ignited an interest in my own heritage. As for that list of questions to ask her, I planned on asking them myself, in Taiwanese. I also had a lot to atone for. I needed opportunities to demonstrate my filial piety. 

When I was in college, during finals week at the end of a semester, I got the call from Mom. She forbade me from pausing school and said no, I could not go back to Taiwan for Grandma’s funeral. I’d just have to live with missing it. 

My imagination convinced me I could use the I Ching to communicate with my grandmother, like a spirit talking board. 

My imagination also convinced me I had succeeded. 

I now work with the I Ching in my regular practice of ancestor veneration. As an Asian American, this practice is what keeps me connected to my family roots. My maternal grandfather died before I was born, and the I Ching has become a medium through which I can remain in contact with his spirit. The Book breaks barriers of communication that once existed between the motherland and me in the living world; through the veil, there is now this alternative mode of language.

The I Ching is the divinatory tool I reach for when I need career or relationship advice, direction in life, and sage counsel. It doesn’t just give me guidance on how best to proceed when I’m feeling lost; it inspires me to live virtuously. When geopolitics and the world around me are in turmoil, I seek clarity from the Book to ground and center me. It offers practical advice. It consoles me in my darkest hour. 

For the last decade I’ve given thousands of professional I Ching divinatory readings that have foretold marriages, breakups, pregnancies, career advancements, financial recessions, and momentous life changes. In the same way the Book has opened a channel of communication with my ancestors, it’s helped many diasporic Asians bond with theirs. 

Deeper and more sentimental than mediumship or divination, the I Ching is a fundamental cornerstone of Asian philosophy. The history, culture, and development of civilizations across East Asia evolved from the ethos of the I Ching. Whether you study Eastern rationalism or Taoist occultism, the most essential text in both is the Book of Changes.

China’s imperial examinations for determining who would hold the most prestigious positions in government required knowledge of the I Ching and writing an academic commentary on it.3 The literati of Imperial China would spend their lives refining their understanding of the I Ching, one of the Five Classics,4 because their discourses on these texts were the testaments of their intellect and erudition. 

Records of the I Ching in Japan date back to 539 AD, when it was studied by Buddhist monks and high-ranking warriors in addition to scholars.5 Similar cultural and spiritual developments in Vietnam syncretized the I Ching with Zen and Mahayana Buddhism during the Ly dynasty (AD 1010–1225).6 During the Tokugawa or Edo period of Japan (AD 1603–1867), thousands of pieces of scholarship on the I Ching were published, including 659 books of commentaries and criticisms expounding upon the textual interpretation of the I Ching, 146 books on just the symbolism and numerology of the hexagrams, and 223 books on divination with the I Ching, with the total rivaling the output of Chinese texts during the corresponding Qing dynasty.7 

The eighteenth-century Vietnamese statesman, philosopher, and scholar Lê Quý Ðôn (Lí Guì Dūn, 1726–1784),8 a prodigy said to have mastered the Five Classics by the age of fourteen, wrote seminal commentaries on the I Ching, the Tao Te Ching, and the Buddhist Diamond Sutra.9 Robust I Ching scholarship thrived in Vietnam during the Nguyễn dynasty (1802–1945).10

The I Ching was formative during the Joseon period (1392–1897) of Korea’s dynastic history, as evinced in the trigrams featured on the present-day Korean flag, and had been a part of the peninsula’s philosophical and spiritual development since the fourth century.11 The Indigenous religion of Tibet—Bön, a system of magical practices and religious ritualism—integrates the I Ching, with correspondences to the trigrams and hexagrams found in Tibetan mythology, folk religions, medicine, and geomancy.12 

The Zuo zhuan (左傳), a primary text narrating Chinese history dating back to the fourth century BC, noted early versions of the I Ching written by a historical ethnic group called the Qiang (羌), the ancestors of the Tibetan and Burmese people.13 The Qiang influence promulgated the I Ching throughout Southeast Asia in both the mainland and the maritime civilizations,14 where I Ching cosmology was assimilated with animism and the Indigenous folk religions of Vietnam, Thailand, the Malay Kingdom, and Java. The testament of that is found today in the streets of these nations, where fortune-tellers and shamans utilize the hexagrams in their soothsaying and trigrams in spell-crafting and ritual magic. 

The notion that a formally written personal commentary on the Book of Changes was a rite of passage for a scholar of the East as well as being integral to the occult knowledge of an Asian mystic planted an aspiration in me. I would undertake translation and annotations of the I Ching for myself,15 as a cultural and spiritual rite of passage. 

Many insecurities inhibited me from publishing this book. I’ve been separated from the motherland for so long; what entitlement do I have to comment on this culture? I hold exactly zero university degrees in philosophy, metaphysics, classical Chinese, or Chinese history. What are my qualifications for undertaking I Ching scholarship (易學, Yì Xué)? Can my work that contextualizes the I Ching within Taoist mysticism, occultism, mediumship, and shamanistic practices even be called “scholarship”?

I nursed this manuscript for another decade before I could finally release my inhibitions. In that time, I continued my research, synthesized my ruminations, and explored the Book of Changes to greater depths. I found solace in the perspective that there is no one absolute and determinative interpretation of the sixty-four hexagrams; their meanings have been heartily debated over the centuries, for thousands of years. 

There have been two mutually exclusive ways that books in English have presented the I Ching—either as unverified personal gnosis by a practitioner of the craft, or as a scholarly treatise authored by a professor with impressive schooling on the topic but who is not a practitioner of the craft. Undertones in the latter often suggest a contempt for mysticism. 

I hope as a practicing occultist I might bridge these two worlds. This book will not shy away from the mystical. Embedded in this primer on the I Ching is a Taoist grimoire.

The Book of Changes is a mirror that will reflect the changes that have transpired in you, and it is a mirror that talks back. You’ll see the future through this looking glass. The Book will speak words of advice you need to hear. You’ll wonder if it’s alive, a living oracle. The wisdom and insight into the universe and the human condition that you seek to attain can be found here. 

As you embark on a personal journey with the I Ching, I hope I might be one of your guides, a companion in spirit at this juncture of your path. No matter where you go from here, the I Ching will be a map that gets you there. You’ll be guided chapter by chapter through the building blocks of the Oracle, and you’ll come to a rich, multifaceted understanding of the very DNA—the fundamental genetic instructions—of Taoist metaphysics. 

The I Ching isn’t Taoist; it inspired Taoism. It isn’t Confucian; it inspired Confucianism. There is a universality of sacred wisdom to be found here that transcends culture and history, so no matter who you are, where you come from, or where you’re going, I hope this book inspires you.


[image: c01g001.tif]
Figure 1-2: Illustration of a zouyu 騶虞 (mythic beast referenced in hexagrams 3, 45, and 61). From the Book of Mountain and Seas 山海經 (originally pre-Qin, before 221 BC); Qing dynasty edition, 1644–1911.







Etymology of I Ching (Yijing)1


[image: c02g001.tif]

Figure 2-1: Yì in different Chinese scripts.

1: Shang dynasty oracle bone script. 2: Zhou dynasty bronze inscription. 3: Seal script. 4: Regular script.



Yì (易) holds multiple layers of meaning. It means “to change” or “interchange,” which is to cause a turn of events in succession, and it also means “to bestow” and “to reveal,” “to exchange hands from one to the other.” “Change” in the context of this book holds a dual nature: it denotes the changes that take place in the natural course of events, and it simultaneously denotes the changes that will now go into effect as a direct result of having divined on the matter. The yì signifies an exchange. The Oracle is as much a book of exchanges as it is a book of change.


[image: c02g002.tif]
Figure 2-2:  Jīng in seal script. 1: Seal script (1000 BC–1 BC). 2: Regular script.


Jīng (經) is translated as “classics” or “scripture,” though in the context of the I Ching it is more commonly translated as “book,” for Book of Changes. The term is indicative of an authoritative doctrine, that which has been designated as canon and is a text with ethical, moral, philosophical, or religious implications. Texts described as jīng are often revelatory and can signify a book of transcendental revelation. The Heart Sutra in Mahayana Buddhism, for instance, is translated as Xīn Jīng (心經). The Tao Te Ching, the classic attributed to Lao Tzu and surfacing later in the Zhou dynasty, is translated to Dào Dé Jīng (道德經). The Abrahamic Bible is called the Shèng Jīng (聖經); the Koran is the Gǔlán Jīng (古蘭經).
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Myths, Legends, and Cultural Heroes of the I Ching




[image: c02g003.tif]
Figure 2-3: King Wen combines trigrams to form hexagrams


A revolution births the I Ching. It’s the Bronze Age. Around 1050 BC, King Wen is imprisoned by King Zhou of Shang for seven years,2 and during his imprisonment, Wen stacks the eight trigrams of the Ba Gua in combinations for a total of sixty-four hexagrams. A divination system—the Book of Changes—reveals itself to King Wen, empowering the people with knowledge of the Divine Will. The Oracle’s first prophecy: the coming of a new age.


[image: c02g004.tif]
Figure 2-4:  King Wen of Zhou (1632) by Kanō Sansetsu (1589–1651).3 Source: Tokyo National Museum.


The eight trigrams that King Wen uses in paired combinations are said to date back to the prior millennium, around 2600 BC, created by Fuxi and Nǚwā, the mythic sole survivors of an apocalyptic Great Flood.4 Fuxi and Nǚwā are depicted with serpent bodies intertwined,5 likened to a caduceus.6 According to myth, a people existed on earth before Fuxi and Nǚwā.7 The God of Fire and the God of Water battled, causing a Great Flood that wiped out that people. Nǚwā remade people from clay, and they are our ancestors. 


[image: c02g005.tif]
Figure 2-5:  Fuxi and Nǚwā (eighth century). Colored ink on silk scroll. Source: Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region Museum.


Fuxi then harnesses the power to connect Earth (☷) and Heaven (☰), the duality of yin and yang, and as a result, the gods gift him with knowledge of the trigrams. Yin is the receptive, occulted, and dark force of nature, represented by a broken line, while yang is the assertive, exoteric, and light force of nature, represented by a solid line.

These eight trigrams become an early form of writing so that those on Earth can communicate with the spirits in Heaven.8 Fuxi's arrangement of the eight trigrams is called Fuxi’s Ba Gua, or the Early Heaven arrangement.


[image: c02g006.tif]
Figure 2-6:  Fuxi Creates the Trigrams (1503) by Guo Xu (1456–1526/32)9. Ink and watercolor on album leaf. Source: Shanghai Museum.


Five hundred years after Fuxi, the Great Floods return, and when Yu the Great10 enters a cave seeking divine guidance on how to control the waters so as to save humanity, a celestial manifestation of Fuxi gives him jade tablets (玉簡, yùjiǎn) with the secrets of sciences and magic revealed. At first, he fails. The earth goddess Houtu comes to his assistance and helps redirect Yu’s canals.11 

Houtu sends a tortoise messenger to Yu the Great. Upon the tortoise is inscribed the Book of the River Maps 河圖洛書 (Hé Tú Luò Shū), a nine-sector square we now refer to as the Lo Shu magic square.12 With the Lo Shu magic square, Yu successfully controls the floods and saves China. Inspired by the Lo Shu, he subdivides the kingdom into nine regions and forges the mythic Nine Tripod Cauldrons (九鼎, Jiǔ Dǐng) passed from king to king in ancient China as a symbol of the Mandate of Heaven,13 which in turn is symbolic of Divine Will.


[image: c02g007.tif]
Figure 2-7:  The Mystic Tablet or Lo Shu magic square. From Chinese Thought (1907) by Dr. Paul Carus.14


The flood myths of both Fuxi and Yu the Great express early Taoist cosmogony, espousing that creation begins with chaos, and only through a process of division can chaos be tamed into order.15 Fuxi extracts the binary essences of yin and yang from a singular yin, and the binary in singular yang, then subdivides the binaries further into trinities;16 and through that process of division, one is revealed to be two, two as three, three as the four directions, dividing until there are eight trigrams, the Ba Gua.17 It is through the subdivisions of eight that humankind achieves order. Likewise, Yu divides the kingdom into regions to unite it.


[image: c02g008.tif]
Figure 2-8:  Yu the Great by Ma Lin (1225–1264). Color on silk, hanging scroll. Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei. 



[image: c02g009.tif]
Figure 2-9:  Emperor Yu Controlling the Waters (Qing dynasty). Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


Five hundred years after Yu the Great, the Xia dynasty falls, and one clan, the Shang, rises to power.18 During the Shang, kings and gentry seek answers from diviners who crack pieces of ox bone or tortoise shell with a hot iron rod and read the lines in the bone, using the Lo Shu and the eight trigrams. The oldest known form of Chinese writing is found on these bones, now referred to as oracle bone script. Oracle bone divination is a clear forerunner of the I Ching, as many bones were found with three-line trigrams and six-line hexagrams.19 The lines indicate yin or yang, and the combinations of yin and yang energies are interpreted.


[image: c02g010.tif]
Figure 2-10: Shang dynasty oracle bone divination


Another cycle of five hundred years completes, and a great new philosopher-sage comes into prominence. King Wen is the son of a wise and kind woman, Tai Ren (太任, Tàirèn), whom later historians would credit as one of the great influences on the founding men of the Zhou dynasty. It is her virtue, beneficence, and intelligence that nurture the great sage King Wen. While pregnant with the future king, Tai Ren “beheld nothing evil with her eyes, heard no lascivious sounds with her ears, and did not let a single haughty word pass from her lips,”20 thus ensuring that King Wen is born a paragon of virtue.


[image: c02g011.tif]
Figure 2-11:  Tai Ren, Mother of King Wen by Jiao Bingzhen (1689–1726).21

From the series “The Story of the Dynasties and Empresses [歷朝賢後故事圖冊].” Ink on silk. Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.



As oral tradition tells it, King Wen brings together Fuxi’s Early Heaven Ba Gua and Yu the Great’s Lo Shu magic square to rearrange the trigrams into the Later Heaven Ba Gua, also known as King Wen’s Ba Gua. He then combines the dualities of trigram pairs to form a system of hexagrams. The I Ching is formed from a process of division to show that inherent in the eight is sixty-four, and by dividing the chaos, humans can wield control over it, and through control, unite the divisions to create order. This act of connecting Earth and Heaven, yin and yang, dividing it, then uniting it, produces a divination system that guides the Zhou clan to power. 

Wen assigns a name (卦名, guàmíng) and a pithy oracle (卦辭, guàcí) to each hexagram and uses the revealed hexagrams to prophesy the passing of the Mandate of Heaven from the corrupt ruler King Zhou of Shang to the rebellion that would be led by his son, King Wu of Zhou (周武王, Zhōu Wǔ Wáng). Wu is King Wen’s second son through his marriage to Tai Si (太姒, Tàisì), a descendant of Yu the Great. 


[image: c02g012.tif]
Figure 2-12:  Tai Si, Mother of King Wu of Zhou by Jiao Bingzhen. From the series “The Story of the Dynasties and Empresses [歷朝賢後故事圖冊].” Ink on silk. Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


Tai Si is described as a model wife and mother and is given the epithet Wén Mǔ (文母), or Accomplished Mother.22 Her beauty is so captivating that when King Wen first sees her from across a lake, he connects boats together to build a bridge so he can cross the lake just to meet her.23 Tai Si is lauded as having been kind and gentle. Modest, prudent, diligent in her work ethic, and celebrated for being a devoted mother, the good queen raises her ten sons to be virtuous and strong.24 Her son, the first reigning king of the Zhou dynasty, declares that he has ten capable ministers, and among them he counts his mother, Tai Si.25 She and Tai Ren would be known as the Mothers of the House of Zhou. Much later in China’s history during the Tang dynasty, Empress Wu Zetian will name King Wen and his wife Tai Si as China’s Founding Ancestors (始祖, Shǐzǔ). 

Earlier in his reign, the corrupt King Zhou of Shang had been a formidable sovereign: clever, charismatic, and so tough that he hunted wild beasts with his bare hands. But soon he neglects the welfare of his kingdom in favor of extravagant excess. According to popular legend, he falls under the evil spell of a concubine, Su Daji (蘇妲己).


[image: c02g013.tif]
Figure 2-13: King Zhou of Shang entering the palace of Nǚwā. From The Creation of the Gods by 許仲琳 [Xu Zhonglin] (1573–1620).


In the sixteenth-century novel The Creation of the Gods (封神演義, Fēng Shén Yǎnyì),26 a fictionalized account of the Shang and Zhou, the concubine Daji is portrayed as a demonic fox spirit who possesses the concubine’s body. Under the possessed concubine’s enchantment, King Zhou becomes so infatuated with her that, at her behest, he abandons state affairs to indulge in decadence. 

Figure 2-13 depicts a scene from the novel when King Zhou of Shang is urged by his advisors to pay a visit to Nǚwā’s temple on the goddess’s birthday.27 When the wanton king sees the beautiful image of the goddess, he lusts after her and vandalizes the wall of the temple with a suggestive poem. Angered, the goddess summons a fox spirit and two attendant demons. The goddess instructs the three demons to transform into beautiful women, seduce the king, and bring about his downfall. 


[image: c02g014.tif]
Figure 2-14:  Su Daji. From a Qing dynasty picture book of The Creation of the Gods. Source: National Library of Taiwan. 


When King Zhou hears that the daughter Daji of the marquis of Jizhou resembles the beautiful Nǚwā, he arranges for Daji to be brought to court. On her way to the imperial court, the fox spirit possesses Daji’s body. The king becomes enraptured by Daji. When the king’s first wife, the empress, tries to intervene, the king, under Daji’s demonic influence, has the empress executed and her eyes plucked out.

Daji convinces King Zhou to torture King Wen’s firstborn son. The son, Bo Yikao (伯邑考), is sliced apart piece by piece, flesh and limbs, then ground up and baked into a meat pastry. The corrupt king then forces King Wen to eat his own firstborn. These stories and more depict the Shang as the embodiment of all vices and the Zhou of all virtues.


[image: c02g015.tif]
Figure 2-15: King Wen and his son, Wu of Zhou. From The Creation of the Gods by 許仲琳 [Xu Zhonglin]. In this illustration from a seventeeth-century copy of The Creation of the Gods, King Wen is on his deathbed. His beloved son and heir apparent, Wu of Zhou, is kneeling by the bed. King Wen calls forth the Eight Immortals to ask that they look after his son.


Shortly after he is freed from imprisonment, King Wen dies. At the Battle of Muye (牧野之戰, Mùyě zhī Zhàn) in 1046 BC, King Zhou of Shang is defeated by King Wen’s son, Wu of Zhou. The battle takes place near the Shang capital, Chaoge. According to legend, Wu delays his attack on advice of the Oracle, because the timing is not yet right. Dutifully, he waits until the Oracle confirms that he has the Mandate of Heaven, and only then does he launch his revolt. 


[image: c02g016.tif]
Figure 2-16: Scene from The Creation of the Gods by 許仲琳 [Xu Zhonglin] 


Wu of Zhou’s rebel forces are the underdog, outnumbered, with fewer resources, and fighting on foreign land, whereas in every respect, the Shang hold the advantage. The rebel army of 50,000 men fight against King Zhou of Shang’s 170,000, but on the battlefield, many of the Shang soldiers defect to Wu’s side.28 Thus, Wu is the clear victor. 

The Battle of Muye is considered one of the most decisive watershed battles fought in Chinese history, marking a moment that becomes indelibly formative to the Chinese identity. It’s often used to exemplify both a just war and the transfer of the Mandate of Heaven.


[image: c02g017.tif]
Figure 2-17:  Duke of Zhou (1632) by Kanō Sansetsu. Source: Tokyo National Museum.


These narrative accounts of founding kings; their mothers, wives, and concubines; the eastern region of Shang; the western region of Zhou; and the Battle of Muye are alluded to in the lines of the I Ching. A story set during the court of Yu the Great is found in Hexagram 8. The Battle of Muye is referenced in Hexagram 36. Hexagram 17 conveys the founding of the Zhou dynasty after King Wu of Zhou is granted the Mandate of Heaven. Tai Si is referenced in Hexagrams 11 and 54. The roles that various court officials, princes, and consorts played in the House of Zhou are told throughout the Oracle. Hence, King Wen’s original iteration of the I Ching is called the Zhouyi 周易, the Changes of Zhou.


[image: c02g018.tif]
Figure 2-18: Zhou dynasty seal script


The Duke of Zhou is the one credited for memorializing these storied chronicles in the I Ching. He is the younger brother of King Wu, fourth son of King Wen and Tai Si. The duke continues adding to the Zhouyi and writes the oracles for each of the six lines in the hexagrams (the 爻辭, Yáocí). King Wu dies three years after taking the throne, so the Duke of Zhou, acting as regent to King Wu’s young son, stabilizes the newfound Zhou dynasty. He is later canonized as the Chinese god of dreams, with the oldest and most well-known Chinese text on dream interpretation named in his honor.29

The Zhou dynasty marked another historic and enduring change to Chinese society. The Xia and early generations of the Shang were matriarchal.30 Women could ascend to prestigious positions of leadership. They were mystics, shamans, mediums, priestesses with a direct channel to the Divine, and they were instrumental in shaping government and politics.31 In burial sites dated to the Shang, women were given equal treatment with men, compared to the subsequent dynasties of imperial China. Fu Hao, who lived around 1200 BC, was the wife of King Wu Ding of Shang. She served as a celebrated military general, commanding a force of thirteen thousand warriors,32 and was a strategist and a high priestess. She owned land, divined with oracle bones, counseled the king, and led ancestral ceremonial rites.33

The Neolithic Yellow River civilizations were matriarchal, with patrilineal kinship developing much later in Chinese history.34 Sometime in the late years of the Shang and early years of the Zhou, matrilineal succession was replaced by a patriarchal society.35 Although the transition to patrilineal kinship likely took place well before the Zhou,36 in cultural lore the Duke of Zhou is credited for the transformation of China from a matriarchy to a patriarchy. A key point of criticism that the Zhou dynasty launched against the incumbent Shang was that the corrupt Shang emperor was “taking counsel from a woman” (his concubine Daji). 

Yet this particular critique of women influencing politics seems to originate from the Duke of Zhou specifically, rather than being reflective of the founding kings of Zhou. King Wu of Zhou never hides his welcomed reliance on his mother, Tai Si, for counsel. His own wife, the queen Yi Jiang 邑姜, is also a government minister who joins the ranks of Fu Hao as one of the most politically influential women in Chinese history.37


[image: c02g019.tif]
Figure 2-19:  King Wen and Four Generations of Beneficence  Illustration titled 文王四世累善 (Wén wáng sì shì lèi shàn) depicting King Wen; his mother, Tai Ren; his wife, Tai Si; and his son, King Wu of Zhou. From 清代版新刊古列女傳 (Qīng dài bǎn xīnkān gǔ liè nǚ chuán) (Qing dynasty).


Another shift credited to the Zhou is in how gods were honored. The Shang were documented as engaging in human sacrifice to please their gods.38 The warrior queen Fu Hao led ceremonial rites involving human sacrifices and offerings of tiger heads.39 It is the Duke of Zhou who shifts the culture to a society of ritual and religious ceremony. Rather than using human sacrifice as the means to appeal to gods, the Zhou dynasty establishes the precedent of using rites, poetry, and songs.40

During the Zhou, the I Ching replaces oracle bone divination as the method for priests, kings, and gentry to prognosticate turning tides and events to come.41 Milfoil or yarrow stalks are cast to divine numbers that then correspond with hexagram lines. King Wen’s oracle attributions for the hexagrams are then interpreted as the answer to the question. 

The second century BC historian Sima Qian forecasted that every five hundred years, or about eight cycles of the lunisolar sexagenary calendar,42 a great philosopher-sage will rise to mark a change and transition into a new era. Five hundred years after King Wen is the arrival of Confucius (551–479 BC).43 A series of appendices that serve as commentary on King Wen’s Zhouyi are credited to Confucius (though they were more likely authored by Confucian scholars44). These appendices come to be called the Ten Wings (十翼, Shíyì). 


[image: c02g020.tif]
Figure 2-20: Frontispiece from Confucius Sinarum (Paris, 1687)45


It is impossible to overstate the influence of Confucianism on how the I Ching hexagrams have been interpreted over the centuries.46 Confucius criticized the government corruption and materialism of his time and what he saw as a lack of virtue, so his interpretation of the Oracle emphasizes the cultivation of morality.47 His teachings were centered on interpersonal relationships, social contracts, loyalty, and filial piety. Confucius reiterates the Duke of Zhou’s emphasis on feudal patriarchy, noting that women should not participate in politics, because if and when they do, disaster will befall the state.48 Augmenting the Duke of Zhou’s perspective of the Zhouyi, he will set the tone of I Ching discourse for the next two thousand years.


[image: c02g021.tif]
Figure 2-21: Scene from the Ladies’ Book of Filial Piety (1130–1170) by 馬和之 [Ma Hezhi].50  Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


Confucius espoused the universal aspiration of embodying the junzi (君子, jūnzǐ), commonly translated as “gentleman.” The junzi is an archetype of one with noble and perfected virtuous character. The present text will translate junzi as “the sage.” The translation of “君子” to “sage” isn’t precise from a literal standpoint. Conceptually, however, it achieves the purpose of conveying one who is prudent, judicious, profoundly wise, and venerated by society for embodying those traits.

By the Song dynasty (AD 960–1279), the four cultural heroes credited for writing the Book of Changes were cemented: 


	Fuxi for devising the eight trigrams;

	King Wen for devising the sixty-four hexagrams; 

	his son, the Duke of Zhou, for composing the text for each line of the hexagrams; 

	Confucius for writing the Ten Wings, the appendices to the I Ching.49 




[image: c02g022.tif]
Figure 2-22: Scene from the Ladies’ Book of Filial Piety by 馬和之 [Ma Hezhi]. Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.



[image: c02g023.tif]
Figure 2-23: The triple gods of Taoism (Qing dynasty) (清無名氏繡三星圖). Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


A revolution births the I Ching. King Zhou of Shang, purportedly manipulated by the evil fox spirit–possessed concubine Daji, loses the Mandate of Heaven when he neglects civil duties, inflicts cruelty and poverty upon the people, and abuses his power and privileges. The Mandate of Heaven is a political philosophy integral to imperial China and implied throughout the text of the I Ching. It ordains the legitimacy of a sovereign ruler and reveals whom the gods have favored under Heaven’s Will. It also instructs on how a sovereign can maintain that Mandate. 

The political philosophy of the Mandate includes the right of rebellion against a ruler who isn’t taking care of the kingdom. The moral duty to dissent is expressed in hexagrams such as 36 and 49. Counsel on how to rebel is found among the lines of Hexagrams 2 and 12. Nevertheless, equally advocated in the text is how to quash a rebellion. Hexagrams 30 and 35 each contain lines of advice to a leader on how to deal with insurgents. 


[image: c02g024.tif]
Figure 2-24: Detail from Studying the I Ching by a Window51 by 陳書 [Chen Shu]. Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


These legends contextualize the I Ching. Historical and cultural figures are referenced by the Oracle as parables to learn from. To understand the Book of Changes, the mythos is as important as the philosophy. To know these myths, legends, and cultural heroes is to know the heart of the I Ching. 

From the lore of its origins, then its migration from the Yellow River Valley across the Asian continent and westward to Europe, where Jesuit priests saw biblical myths within the pages of the Oracle, and into the present day, the Book of Changes has been a mirror in which every society sees itself reflected. Every generation, every school of political philosophy, and every path of thought—from the varied shamanistic and animistic traditions indigenous to the Asian continent, to Christianity, Marxism, and Jungian psychology—people find their own truths within the lines of this sacred text.

For thousands of years, the Book of Changes has served as both practical and spiritual counsel among the royal families of Asia. Aristocracies across the continent have divined with the I Ching on state affairs, wars, military expeditions, marriages, alliances, and their ancestors.52 

Intrinsic to the I Ching is the encouragement that you can override any negative circumstance you are dealt. When you read the text as literature, you’ll deepen your knowledge of the world. When you divine with the text, you’ll excavate knowledge of yourself and be empowered. When you study the text with discipline and reason, you’ll become the sage. Once you become the sage, the esoteric meaning of the Book will reveal itself to you. Reflecting the depths of Taoist alchemy, the Oracle is a master key for ascending to the domain of the immortals.






3

Yì Xué: An Overview of I Ching Discourse



The study of the I Ching has its own name: Yì Xué (易學), meaning “I Ching scholarship.” In the Taoist scriptural tradition, the I Ching is ranked first among three major texts known as the Three Mysteries (三玄, Sān Xuán).1 The text was appended to and amended many times throughout the Han dynasty (206 BC–AD 8), then systematized during the Tang (AD 618–907), giving rise to a host of different schools of thought. 

With over three thousand years of Yì Xué, a diversity of opinions and interpretations have emerged. From prophetic apocalyptic and messianic predictions to scholarship that is heavily critical of divination, or reading the Book through a Legalist lens in stark contrast to aligning it with Buddhism, the field of I Ching studies has historically been eclectic. This sets a precedent for inviting the present-day reader to radically explore original approaches to the Book. 

The most important takeaway from this chapter is an understanding of the long-standing thesis that the I Ching and Taoism espouse: this world belongs to all (天下為公, Tiān xià wèi gōng). The maxim comes from the Book of Rites (禮記, Lǐjì)2 and is more fully expressed this way: “The Path of the Tao and all that is of this world belongs to all—all who are worthy and capable, all who are trustworthy and in harmony with nature.” 

Sovereignty isn’t inherited; sovereignty is earned. You earn sovereignty by demonstrating your virtues. Likewise, spiritual awakening is not destined; it’s cultivated, and anyone who earns the merit can achieve it.


[image: c03g001.tif]
Figure 3-1:  Tower on the Xianshan Mountain by 惲壽平 [Yun Shouping] (1633–1690).3 Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


Over the millennia, the Book of Changes has remained fluid, ever changing, in constant evolution, consistent with the evolving consciousness of the people. The spirit of the Tao is bound to no one place, nor the Book to any one form.4 The Book is a shape-shifter, becoming the image you need to see in order for you to recognize the truth. Europeans saw biblical values in the I Ching as well as its concordance with the Hermetic Qabalah and Western ceremonial magic. 


[image: c03g002.tif]
Figure 3-2: Annotated copy of the Book of Rites, 907 AD


Carl Gustav Jung applied the I Ching to expound upon his theories of synchronicity and archetypal psychology. Groundbreaking integrative studies comparing the sixty-four hexagrams to the sixty-four triplets of paired codons in DNA are currently being explored. Since its canonization in 136 BC, the Book of Changes has become a handbook both for governing feudal states and for spiritual self-cultivation. It holds value for the imperial scholar writing an exegesis on neo-Confucian ethics and equally for the peasant psychic-medium using it to spell-craft talismans for love and good fortune.

This chapter will cover key areas of intersectional study in Yì Xué. Influential commentaries and commentators on the I Ching will also be discussed to showcase the many fields that the Book of Changes has branched out into, from the practical and the academic to alchemy and the occult.

Before the Common Era

The I Ching was first used for divining on matters of political importance, the outcome of battles, and marriage prospects. These early forms of divination utilized yarrow stalks, which were counted and arranged in numerologically significant groupings. Both the predecessor Shang dynasty oracle bone divination and the I Ching began with prayers to the spirits.5 The request would be purposefully stated in the prayer. Then a sacrifice or offering was often presented to the spirit, though not always. Finally, the oracle reading was performed.

Elucidating the cryptic oracle messages was a challenge then as it is a challenge today. For hundreds of years after the I Ching’s inception, scholar-diviners and court intelligentsia (士, shì) struggled with interpreting the lines of the Oracle. The presumption was that it took a divinely gifted shì to interpret the message from Heaven. Naturally, disagreements erupted among the shì on meanings and interpretations.

Disagreements produced discourse. Many philosophical commentaries on the I Ching authored by scholar-diviners emerge during the Warring States period (403–221 BC), along with ongoing edits and revisions to the text itself. The Ten Wings are added to the Zhouyi during this period and are credited to Confucius’s authorship. The Ten Wings in effect transform the Zhouyi, the basic classic of the I Ching, into a handbook on cosmology and ethics.

Even the question of whether the I Ching is a morality book or a morally ambiguous one is subject to debate. Perhaps due to the culture it sprang from, the undertone of morality is inevitable. Both Taoism and Confucianism, the two belief systems that the I Ching has become most closely tied to, contend with ethics and morality, each in slightly different ways. That itself complicates the matter even more. A strict Taoist reading of the text for ethics will yield a different conclusion from a strict Confucian reading of the text for ethics.

With the Oracle born out of politics, its early uses were for statecraft and governance. During the Zhou and into the Spring and Autumn period (771–476 BC), the I Ching was syncretized with Legalism. Legalism is not so much a definitive school of thought as it is a body of methods for how to govern a state, both administrative and sociopolitical. Confucianism idealizes humanity as fundamentally good, and all we need to do is appeal to our inner goodness to behave virtuously. In stark contrast, Legalism assumes the worst in people and dictates that a code of rewards and punishments must be implemented to keep the people in line. Thus, the very consideration that the I Ching could be either Confucianist or Legalist, used by either or both, conveys the essential fluidity of the text itself. 

Legalism was adopted as the official state philosophy during the Qin dynasty (221–207 BC). A historic book-burning took place around 213 BC called the Burning of Books and Burying of Confucian Scholars (焚書坑儒, fén shū kēng rú). Due to the anti-Confucianist sentiments during the Qin, Emperor Qin Shi Huang ordered the burning of the works of one hundred schools of philosophical thought, and according to lore, killed 460 Confucian scholars by live burial. Books of poems, historical documents, discourses, and philosophical treatises “from one hundred lineages of thought” were burned. I Ching texts that espoused Confucianist philosophy were summarily destroyed, though the emperor allowed texts on divination to remain. 

Whether the historical event actually took place as recorded (our only written record of the event is from a century later) or has been embellished remains unverified,6 but it’s frequently cited to explain the glaring absence of certain records left over from the Zhou, which had been a golden age of literature, the arts, and philosophy. 


[image: c03g003.tif]
Figure 3-3: The changing meaning of zhēn


The answer to the question of whether the I Ching is a book of morality or is morally neutral is ever changing, as exemplified in the changing meaning of the word “貞” (zhēn). The earliest oracle bone script of the word is seen in the leftmost cell of figure 3-3, resembling a cauldron with smoke rising from its interior. Cauldrons were used for holding ritual offerings to the gods and ancestors. The center cell is the oracle bone script character for “divination,” and during the Zhou dynasty this character unequivocally meant “to divine, holding ritual offerings to the gods and ancestors.”7

By 206 BC, the I Ching is well recognized as a Confucian classic and therefore is predominantly interpreted through the Confucian moral lens.8 It becomes canonical around 136 BC,9 and by then, interpretation of the text is inextricable from Confucian principles. Governed by Confucian ethics, the meaning of “貞” (zhēn) changes to mean “purity, perseverance, chastity, loyalty.” The word “貞” (zhēn) is changed to instruct on virtue and morality.

Likewise, during the dynasty of its origins, the word “亨” (hēng) meant ritual sacrifice and divination—first a sacrifice as an offering to the gods, then the divination to obtain an answer from the gods. By the Han dynasty (202 BC–AD 220), the word was used in the context of the Confucian four virtues—元亨利貞 (yuán hēng lì zhēn)—to be perfected, to be accomplished, to always advance, and to always persevere. In one sense, the I Ching expresses the East Asian ethos of connecting magic with morals.10 

These are but a few examples of shifting definitions. Many of the words have fluctuated in meaning over time. Different versions of the I Ching bear different wording; which one should be given authority? While the ordering of the sixty-four hexagrams found in most present-day versions of the book is presumed to be King Wen’s order, several conflicting orders have surfaced that date to before the Common Era. Are we so sure we as a global collective have been working off King Wen’s actual order? All of this compounds the difficulties with interpreting the I Ching.

New Text Schools vs. Old Text Schools

Which version of the I Ching to use has been a point of contention throughout history. A schism between the New Text (今文經學, Jīn Wén Jīngxué) Confucianist school, which was considered orthodox during the Han dynasty, and the Old Text (古文經, Gǔwén Jīng) school of interpretation characterized first-century Yì Xué. 

Around AD 100–200, ancient pre-Qin versions of the I Ching surfaced, written before 221 BC and in gǔwén (古文), an archaic Chinese script. These ancient texts were believed to be dated before the Burning of Books and Burying of Confucian Scholars. 

The Old Text school placed authority on these resurfaced archaic versions of the I Ching (specifically, the commentaries to the Zhouyi), believed to have escaped the Qin dynasty book-burning. The New Text Confucianist school placed authority on the evolved and amended texts that had been passed down through oral transmission over the centuries and that had survived the Burning of Books by remaining in the Qin emperor’s imperial library.11 

New Text I Ching commentaries characterized Confucius as a messianic figure and an uncrowned king—a prophetic leader who should have been given the Mandate of Heaven. The classics, which were all credited as having been written personally by Confucius, were treated as sacred religious texts. The New Text school also promoted new and evolving methods of divination with the Oracle. 

Old Text commentaries, which challenged the incumbent New Text dominance, approached Confucianism more as a philosophy. Confucius was characterized as a philosopher-sage, not as a religious prophet. The New Text school tended to be more theist, while the Old Text school was viewed as atheist (though that generalization isn’t entirely accurate, due to the fundamentally different perspectives that Eastern and Western philosophy have on theism). 

The New Text vs. Old Text conflict applied to the corpus of Confucian classics, such as the Spring and Autumn Annals, a chronicle of Chinese history from 722 to 481 BC. Commentaries to the Annals can offer cultural and historic context for how to approach interpretation of the I Ching. The New Text school interprets the Annals as concluding that if a lord unjustly sentences a subject to death, then the lord’s son has the divine right to seek vengeance and to attack and overthrow that corrupt lord. However, the Old Text school would interpret the same material as meaning that the lord holds the Mandate of Heaven, and therefore what the lord does is by its very nature just; no son is permitted to seek blood vengeance.12 In later sections of this chapter, this distinction between the two schools can help to explain how, when two equally reputed Yì Xué scholars read the same hexagram lines, one can interpret it as pro-revolution and anti-nationalism while the other interprets it as anti-revolution and pro-nationalism.

After AD 200, Old Text came to prominence, and over the next few centuries, New Text fell out of favor. By the 1600s, during the Qing, the New Text school swung back into favor and became the orthodox. To throw another wrench in the debate, Han dynasty librarian Liu Xin 劉歆 (50 BC–AD 23) was alleged to have produced counterfeit versions—or, to put it in a kinder way, heavily edited versions—of the I Ching for the imperial library.13 In the 1900s, Old Text was blamed for everything wrong with China, and New Text swung back into favor.14 

Since the Han (202 BC–AD 220), the Old Text vs. New Text controversy remained an impassioned point of contention among Yì Xué scholars.15 Which one came into authority was more politically motivated than a matter of philosophical discourse. 

The Rationalists vs. the Originalists

Two contrasting approaches to interpreting the hexagrams are exemplified by Wang Bi, a Rationalist who emphasized the practical use of the I Ching to solve immediate worldly affairs, and Zhu Xi, an Originalist who emphasized the experience of divination as an experience of the Divine itself, and divination as a journey in self-cultivation. 

An early school of thought established by Confucian philosopher and statesman Wang Bi 王弼 (AD 226–249) became canon for much of Yì Xué’s early history.16 Wang Bi served in the court of Wei during the Three Kingdoms era (AD 220–266).17 This was a time of political turmoil and civil unrest. 


[image: c03g004.tif]
Figure 3-4: Portraits of Wang Bi (left) and Zhu Xi (right). Source: National Palace Museum, Taipei.


In the Han dynasty prior to Wang Bi, King Wen’s prescribed order of the hexagrams was considered authoritative, but Wang Bi didn’t see it as important. According to Wang Bi, the order of hexagrams as presented in the Zhouyi was not cosmologically significant. Instead, each hexagram should be considered as freestanding and independent. Whereas the later Zhu Xi separated analysis



















Esoteric I Ching: Yi wei and the School of Mystery
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Gua Qi: Theoretical Study of Yin and Yang
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Practicum 3.1: 

The Hexagrams Ruling Your Birth Month






Summary of Steps


	What is the hexagram associated with your Western astrological horoscope sign? Refer to table 3-2. For the astrologers among us wrinkling their noses at sun signs, you are free to complicate this exercise by adding in analysis of your moon and rising signs alongside the sun. Why stop there? Check for the midheaven as well. Read “The Oracle” message for that hexagram. Example: Pisces corresponds with Hexagram 29. “The Oracle” section opens with a summary judgment of the hexagram. Lines in bold are the translations from the original, the riddles for you to solve. 

	Which two lines of that hexagram correspond with your horoscope sign? Refer again to table 3-2. Read the two line sections from that hexagram entry. Example: Note how Hexagram 29 covers Capricorn, Aquarius, and Pisces. Of the six lines, line 5 and line 6 are specific to Pisces. For line 5, turn to the section in Hexagram 29 noted as the “Fifth Line.” The text in bold is a translation of the original Zhouyi. Subsequent to that are supplemental annotations.



Optional Lunar Month Analysis













	




	
	


	


	


	



	


	
	
	

	





	
	
	



	
	
	



	


	


	





	















A History of Eclectic Influences






















	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







Jesuit Missionaries and the I Ching
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Carl Jung and the Theory of Synchronicity














The I Ching in Western Occultism
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	The Higher Self, Silent Watcher, or Great Master (Theosophy)

	The Genius (Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn)

	Logos (Gnosticism)

	Jechidah (Kabbalah/Qabalah)

	Holy Guardian Angel (Abramelin)




Science, Math, and the Genetic Code
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Taoist Mysticism and Magic
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The Way of the Sages



	The first level of study is to read the text and honor it as a literary work. 

	The second level of study is to reconcile our conduct and actions with the counsel that the divinatory text gives. How do you interpret the Oracle to improve yourself and cultivate personal wisdom? How do you improve the conditions of your life?

	Third, after the scholar’s diligent study of the text and authoritative commentaries, the scholar will attain knowledge of the I Ching’s exoteric values. How do you interpret the Oracle to give counsel to the state and to your community? How do you improve the conditions of your society?

	Finally, the fourth level, which is achieved after one has become the sage—the junzi—is to attain knowledge of the I Ching’s esoteric values. This is spiritual transcendence.












Practicum 3.2: 

First Reading with the I Ching
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