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AH-SO DEPARTS TO THE NORTHLANDS

Ah-So was a humble and sincere person.  In all his thoughts and actions, he was most uncommonly common.  Rarely did he give away his knowledge and wisdom – and that only to those who were truly ready.  He laughed and cavorted with the ordinary people. He did not look down his nose at anyone.  He considered himself as neither higher nor lower than anyone else.  To him, all distinctions of society, politics, and economics were quite illusory.  He lived a quiet and simple life as a lower class common laborer working whatever odd jobs came his way.  Professors and politicians saw him as only an ordinary citizen.  He possessed the wisdom to see the roots of all dilemmas.  Never did he seek fame and recognition, knowing that such things would only destroy what he had.  

He did not have the burdens and problems which come with fame and high income.  Ah-So was free to go where just he wanted and do just what he liked.  Being an unknown citizen was better than being a person of power and responsibility.  It was a time when politicians, movie stars, and corporate executives played games of intrigue. Ah-So felt it was better to remain silent and be true to oneself.

Ah-So, as all incarnated beings on this planet, was bound to the circumstances of physical living.  Neither being bound by social convention and tradition, Ah-So was able to deal with such adversity far more freely than others.  

One year, an economic collapse occurred in the country where he was and he decided to move to the NorthLands to see if some mode of living could be picked up there.  Indeed, he looked as this change in circumstances as a blessing since it would give him the opportunity to travel to an unknown country and broaden his perspective.

As Ah-So was preparing to leave, those he confided his secrets to came to him.  They were worried that their great friend and teacher might leave them for a long time.  Well did they know that Ah-So was unbound to any routine, and should the whim strike him, he may wander for months or years in a state of timelessness before returning.  Thus they wanted their teacher to give them some words of wisdom before departing.

Ah-So was not a person given to casual chatting about the weather or who will win the elections this year.  His students had to beg him tirelessly before he finally relented.  He gathered them to a special tree in a special field upon a high mountain – a spot where he had transmitted knowledge to them before.  He spoke thus:

 “Ponder upon this, if you will…  

 The ancient starry heavens and the ever-changing earth never speak a word…

 Yet we can see all has a place in this universe…

 Much wisdom has Nature to convey to us…

 Open your inner perception and notice every detail –

 See every dewdrop in the summer’s grass

 Every subtle color in the falling leaves of autumn.  

The changes unfolding in nature follow a circular pattern.  

The four seasons merge ever steadily from one into the other.  

All human nature follows a fixed pattern…

It is a pattern of our primitive ancestors whom we evolved from…

And they evolved from the Great Dragons in the past…

And those evolved from slime in the ocean…  

We are the result of eternal lovemaking of ancestors upon ancestors…

We are the spawn of positive and negative…

Of good and evil, of day and darkness, of life and death.  

Beyond this, what more is there for me to say?”

His students dropped their mouths.  They gazed at him with utter incomprehension.  One student spoke as follows:

“Oh Dynamic One who has seen far and true…

Even though you feel there is nothing to say…

For is it not said that the Ultimate Truth cannot be spoken of?

And to attempt to put Ultimate Truth in words destroys it…

 Surely you can tell us what your own teacher, Easy-Does-It, taught you.”  

Ah-So merely gazed at a bird singing gladly on a branch and appeared to be listening carefully to it, as if for inspiration.  There was a silence which was as loud as the shattering of the earth.

Ah-So suddenly smiled.  Words streamed from his mouth as the rivulets of spring gush down the mountain:  

“My own teacher, Easy-Does-It, never said much.

He taught us far more from his silence than his words…  

Let everything go according to the flow of the streams of time, said he...

I do seem to recollect a few things he mentioned to some of my fellow students…  

I will share them with you now:

Many are the things in this universe we do not understand…

Nor are we meant to understand...  

Although we believe we understand, we do not…

Many are those who charm themselves with towers of words…

And delude themselves they understand the Mystery of the Universe…

Where did it all begin?

Where does it all end?

Why are we here?

Does consciousness have either a beginning or end?

There are cacti who can grow in the most hostile conditions…

In the hottest driest deserts where not a drop of rain falls for years…

The soil has been deprived of its fertility for ages. 

Why would life go to so much effort to perpetuate itself in such conditions? 

There are bacteria tinier than the eye can see…

They survive in the coldest wastes of the Great Icelands…

Where eternal winter lies…

For centuries piled upon centuries, they maintain their existence…

They are capable of surviving in the spaces between planets and stars. 

Such beings need drastically little to survive.

In a state of suspended animation, they can live forever…  

Why do they bother?

Where does life have such will to go on?

We are not like them…

Nor are they like us…

Yet, like the cacti, we live in the driest and hottest deserts…

And like the bacteria, we live in the depths of the Icelands…

We even travel to space and go to other worlds…

Where does this drive come from?

So many are the varieties of life which cover this planet…

We use them and they use us…

We all use one another to survive…

Who is to say one is better than the other?

Who is to say the tiniest bacteria is lowlier than the most magnificent elephant?

It would be a great mistake to make one like the other…

For we all have a part in the balance of the universe.


To force oneself to be like the other…

Would upset the Grand Order of Things.

Whether passive or active…

Whether moving as a bird or still as a rock…

All have their place in the universe…

Simply by being what they are…

They fulfill their function in the universe…

All plays a part in the Process…

Creating, nourishing, transforming, and destroying…


This is all part of the Process…


The creation of one thing…


Portends the destruction of another.


The destruction of one thing…


Leads to the creation of another.


The Grand Cycle of Life carries on in the universe…


In all moments, there is birth and death…


In every second, there is coming and going…


Even universes are reborn from the death of other universes…


Wondrous is this Process of Life!


It never began nor will it ever end!


“It is written in the Book of Mysteries:


“The Spirit of the Valley never dies…

It is the Mysterious Female…

The Feminine is the foundation of heaven and earth…

It continues forever and can never be exhausted.

It is the hollowness of the Valley…

Which embraces, nourishes, and holds spirit.

The emptiness transcends beginnings and endings…

The emptiness contains the origin of stars and planets…

It is the emptiness of space…

Which contains Ultimate Fullness.


It is the through the Gate of the Mysterious Feminine…


Where all things are created…


The stars of heaven and the planets of earth are born…


From that which is unborn.


That which is not born gives rise to all that is.


The unborn is boundless…


There is not a single point in space and time…


Where the unborn is not…


It is undifferentiated…


Yet it contains all differences.


To know the unborn…


Is to become limitless…


To realize the unborn…


Is to find the ultimate source of the energies…


Which keep this world and its beings…


In constant motion…


To become one with the unborn…


Is to know neither birth nor death are real…


And to see this universe…


Is but a toy of the Universal Mind.

Birth and death are simply the natural order of things…


Our lives can never be controlled by sheer effort…


Coming and going are not our own doing.


Do not attempt to influence your circumstances…


They are simply part of the larger pattern…


To try to change your circumstances…


Will only entangle you even more.


When we are born, we take a particular form…


We are born into a particular setting…


And have particular circumstances…


As we grow and evolve, we undergo development and change…


Our choices themselves are part of the Pattern…


Then we grow old to contemplate the lives we have led…


And we gradually dissolve into the formlessness…


To rise like a wave upon the surface of the ocean…


To become another form…


This is all part of the Pattern…


The Pattern is both orderly and flexible…


Only at certain instances can the Pattern…


Alter into another form…


And yet it is all the same Pattern…


This is the Great Mystery.


When a thing has reached its zenith…


It will begin to fade and decay…


Neither riches nor fame nor intelligence nor creativity nor beauty lasts…


This is the Pattern.


Shapes, colors, sounds, thoughts, feelings, sensations…


Endlessly rise and fall…


We cannot control them…


We cannot know their origin or where they have gone…


We can only ride the ever-changing waves of what is.”

Ah-So reached the end of his lesson.  His students were stricken with awe at the depth of this wisdom.  Those who were inclined saw their world in a different way than usual.  Like seeds spread on fertile ground, they would in turn carry this knowledge to others in their stead.

In reverence, they watched their teacher disappear in the mists of the distance into the next stage of what is.

FROM THE ONE, ARISE THE TWO

The ancient sages spoke of yin and yang…

       
To explain the Basic Nature of things…


The changes in heaven and earth occur…


As a result of the interaction of yin and yang…


There is a Primal Principle of Duality…


Which pervades this universe.


Two interacting forces, positive and negative…


Are all it takes to create this universe…


The one and the two give rise to three…


And all other numbers in this universe…


Until the numbers are infinite…


The two forces manifest in various forms:


Electrons and protons create physics and chemistry…


Male and female create sexuality and life…


Good and evil create morality and conniving…


Pro and con create war and peace…


Order and chaos create creativity…


One and Zero create mathematics and computer science.


The Nameless gives birth to the Named…


The origin of the subtle and gross…


Lies in That which is unfathomable and nebulous…


The emptiness of space gives rise…


To the fullness of energy and matter.


Emptiness and fullness are but different aspects of one another.



As things emerge from the unfathomable and undifferentiated realm…


They evolve through four stages:


Primal Oneness…

Primal Beginning…

Primal Emerging…

Primal Substance.



Primal Oneness is where all is undivided and undifferentiated…


There are no separate ‘things’…


There is no subject and object, no ‘me’ or ‘other’, no form or space…


It is either ultimate emptiness or ultimate fullness.

Primal Beginning is where the primordial desire to be arises…

This is the desire to know oneself, to experience oneself…

It is the desire for experience, any kind of experience…

Primal Beginning is where one becomes ‘separate’…

By being ‘separate’ the desire for experience can never be quelled…

It is projected into many kinds of sub-desires…

This primordial desire craves variety and is bored with sameness…

It seeks to experience many forms of itself and avoids oneness.

 

In Primal Beginning, this desire becomes so intense…

That emptiness and fullness come together and copulate…

This gives rise to the vast Orgasm…

Which creates this universe.

This Orgasm is often called ‘The Big Bang’…

Which is an explosion which sent out the energies…

From which would emerge the foundations of the heavens and the earths.

In Primal Emerging, yang and yin split off from one another…

Whether it be positive and negative, energy and space, male and female…

Their interaction forms into forms and beings…

The various forms and shapes are very subtle…

Like ghosts in the void…

As they emerge from the Primordial Energy.

In the stage of Primal Substance…

We finally have what we can recognize as ‘matter’…

Which coalesces from energy…

And acquires very definite qualities and tendencies…

Forms are either hard or soft, light or heavy, moving or still, dark or bright…

It is only because of the existence of opposing qualities…

They can be defined.

All these forms are impermanent…

As they arose from the Primordial Energy…

So they will re-merge with the Primordial Energy.

Despite their apparent differences…

All forms and beings are interconnected…

They are all unified by their common origin…

They only appear to be separate…

They all have their origin in Absolute Emptiness.

Observe carefully a number of minor events…

See how they are part of a major event…

And how that is part of an even greater event…

As twigs attach to a branch…

And the branch attaches to the trunk…

And the trunk attaches to the roots…

And the roots attach to the earth…

It is all part of the Universal Pattern.

The Universal Pattern is formless…

And yet contains all forms…

It is impossible to see or hear…

Yet we see and hear It everywhere.

It is futile to use ordinary perception to uncover It…

It is akin to attempting to see your eyes…

To hear your ears, to taste your tongue, or to smell your nose…

Only with transcendent insight can It be known.

As soon as you stop seeking for It…

There It is.

Listen very carefully…

And you will hear the echoes of the Great Beginning.

Look very carefully…

And you will see the Universal Pattern unfolding.

Pay close attention to the most minute of details…

Nothing is unimportant.

It is the Self behind the ‘I’ you believe you are…

It is the true one behind the mask you show to others and to yourself.

The Primal Oneness has no essence, no form, no substance…

From This arises uncountable myriads of things and species…

Yet it is only in an instant…

That all can be vacuumed into the Original Oneness.

The subtle and light substances rise…

To become the airy and celestial realms.

The gross and heavy substances sink…

To become the earth, the moon, and the planets.

From harmonious interaction between the subtle and gross…

The humans come into existence…

We are a combination of the angelic and beastly…

We are a product of the copulation… 

Of emptiness and fullness, of light and darkness.

We are interconnected with all things…

Plants and animals, heaven and earth…

All of these trace their origins to the Primal Oneness…

It is by That their very existence is possible.

We are the result of the interaction of positive and negative…

Solar energies provide us with more subtle nourishment…

Fertile earth provides us with more gross nourishment…

Neither provides us with all we need.

Educated ones tell us about the past…

They make extrapolations of the future based on the past…

But no one knows the past…

Nor does anyone know the future.

The earth and the sky have their strengths and weaknesses…

No one aspect provides all…

To focus on one aspect…

Is to lose connection with other aspects…

To be specialized to become disconnected…

From All That Is.

Celestial energies fulfill more subtle yearnings of the soul…

The earth provides firm support and nourishment for the body.

All things have their function…

To force a thing to do something against their basic nature…

Is to go against the Primal Pattern of the Universe.

To make things behave counter to their basic nature…

May appear to resolve one aspect of a problem…

But it will create myriads of other problems in its place.

To cure disease and old age will cause overpopulation.

To tinker with genetics will warp the ecology.

Cars and planes and trains may be easier than walking…

But we will choke and die in the exhaust.

It is better to go the natural way…

It is better to adapt than to control…

By the Way of Nature, earth can provide nourishment, warmth, and water…

The stars can be balanced.

Stillness and movement are aspects of one another…

As are roundness and squareness…

No one thing is more valuable than other…

No person is higher or lower that the other.

By following the Way of Nature…

There is no controlling morality…

Do what makes you feel good…

But do nothing in excess…

And allow all others to go their way.

By attempting to control…

You are controlled.

Make more laws and there are more criminals…

Make more rules and there are more deviants.

By being effortless, there is nothing you cannot do…

By knowing and doing nothing, you can know and do all…

By ceasing to control your qualities and circumstances…

You become utterly free of care and worry…

By ceasing to attempt control…

You achieve ultimate control. 

AN ENCOUNTER WITH A MYSTERIOUS SKULL

Ah-So left his temporal residence in The Lands of The Sunny Apples and journeyed to the Kingdom of the Sheep.  While walking upon a dusty road in the high lands, he happened to encounter the remains of a skull lying by the wayside.  Upon examining it, Ah-So saw that it was the skull of a human at least a hundred years old.  He picked up the bone, brushed the dirt off it, and contemplated it for awhile.  

He pondered upon how this person had come to his fate.  Perhaps he had been escaping a famine and collapsed here out of sheer exhaustion.  Perhaps he had been the victim of a war.  Perhaps criminals had ended his life here.  Perhaps he had died here from disease.

Ah-So put down the skull and sat down looking at it.  He felt a peculiar communion with this fellow.  The skull appeared to be either laughing at him or gazing back at him in profound shock.  It seemed to be aghast that a thing like this could possibly happen to it.  Speaking to it, he said:

In this world of temporal existence…

You and I understand life and death. 

Should we be fortunate that we still remain alive?

Or is it you, sir, who is fortunate to be unalive?

No longer need you struggle so hard…

Only to have another day, indeed years, of more struggle.

No longer do you need to put up with such endless idiocy.

Numerous are those who sweat and toil…

Feeling some brief satisfaction that they accomplished or acquired something…

Never are they satisfied enough…

And they go on to accomplish and acquire even more.

All are just as vulnerable as this skull…

They will likewise disintegrate into dust…

All their accomplishments and acquisitions will be forgotten.

Great is the wisdom of those who know this…

It is best to give up this foolish fight…

There is nothing to gain in life…

There is nothing to lose in death.

Life does not go on forever…

Death is not the end of everything.

All things go around in the Eternal Cycle.

Do not be excited by the event of life…

Do not be depressed by the event of death.

One will follow the other.

Flow freely with the Cycle of Nature…

Within the remains of the rotting body…

Is the seed craving life.

Countless are the cycles of the galaxies!

Many are the comings and goings of universes!

WHERE IS THE CAUSE?  WHERE IS THE EFFECT?

The action of one thing produces effects on another.

All things are relative and interconnected with one another.

A shape and its shadow, a sound and its echo interact perfectly together. 

Is it the shadow that caused the shape?

Did the echo cause the sound?

Is the action the cause of the effect?

Or did the effect cause the action?

When there is an effect, there is a response in another action…

Which goes on to cause a series of further effects.

A single shot causes a war…

A mere glance starts a marriage…

It takes but a stirring wind to start a hurricane…

A mere seed starts a forest.

According to The Book of Mysteries:


“When a shape moves, a shadow stealthily follows in its tracks…


The resonation of a sound produces echoes of more of itself…


Stillness generates movement…


Sit very quietly and the creatures of the forest will approach you.”

Though things differ in outward appearances…

 They all come from the same origin…

 Some things may linger longer than others…

 But all things will eventually return to their Original Nature.

People use the words ‘beginning’ and ‘end’…

‘Beginning’ is coming together of energy…

‘End’ is the dissolution of that energy…

If it is the same energy…

How can this energy have beginning or end?

The end of one thing is the beginning of another…

The beginning of a thing is the end of another…

The dissolution of autumnal leaves are fertile soil for spring flowers.

Forever things cycle between dissolution and integration.

Life and death follow a natural course.  

It is best to allow it to come and go naturally…

It is useless to cling to any one phase of the process. 

People try to hang on when it is time to go…

They try to prevent something new from coming into the world.

This goes against the Natural Order.

What must come will come…

What will go will go.

People try too hard to make things happen or not happen.

They believe they can control the outcome of things…

In the end all the hard work produces the opposite effect intended.

Our spirit is the product of heaven…

Our bones are the products of earth…  

When the two cannot be together anymore…

Each returns to its source.  

That which is pure and light will rise and float to heaven.  

That which is muddy and heavy will sink and be absorbed into earth.  

It often happens a person is seemingly alive…

But she or he is merely a robot performing its earthly chores.

It acts automatically, it fulfills its desires automatically…

But it is no longer truly alive…

It has lost its soul.

It has given up seeking any meaning in existence.

 Death is not the end of things, but a return to the origin.

 At death, the components making up the person go their own way…

 Returning to what they were before...  

We are merely a conglomeration of these components.  

There is an inner essence that survives the dissolution of these components…

Few are those who become aware of that essence.

Our time in this world is a journey through the cycle we call life.  

As temporal guests, we linger for a while in this realm…

Then we depart for other levels of existence.

No one can tell how long the traveler will remain in one realm or the other…

The process goes on endlessly.

THE STAGES OF LIFE

The life span of a person can be divided into four periods:  

Infancy, youth, middle age, and old age.  

In infancy, experiences are not stored in memories…

Without memories, there is no time…

For time is constructed by memory of past events…

And the sense of future is based upon extrapolation of the past onwards.

Infancy and early childhood is thus a period of timelessness…

There is an intensity in the sense of present which is lost in later years…

Childhood is thus vaguely remembered as a period of paradise…

There is a yearning to return to that time.

In infancy, our blood is strong and our energy is plentiful…

Mind and body, thought and action are one…  

Everything we do is in harmony with the natural order…  

The infant is utterly open to things that happen around him.  

All is bright and wonderful to him, 

He is utterly unaffected by social conventions.  

He follows what his heart tells him to do.

The infant is utterly sensitive to the negative emotions of grown ones…

He does not yet have the protective armor from this. 

As infancy is gradually transformed into early childhood…

One is taught that mind and body are separate…

One must repress the yearnings of the body…

As well as the fantasies of the mind.  

The child gradually acquires a shield against negative emotions… 

He is taught to pretend they are not there…

Which generates more negative emotions.  

Things lose their brightness and wonder.  

The child is forced to adapt to social conventions of the time and culture.

In youth and adolescence, our blood rises and becomes volatile…

Desire, worry, and anxiety increase…  

There is a tendency to revolt against social conventions of the time…

They create their own – 

Which become social conventions for the next generation.  

Will and intention become constrained by these social conventions…

It is a rare individual who is unaffected by them.

External circumstances now direct the rise and fall of emotions…

These emotions may cause the individual to commit violent actions… 
Competition, conflict, and scheming are the norm in interactions with people…

Approval and disapproval of others become important.  

It is dangerous to express honest and sincere thoughts and feelings…

They are derided by one’s peers and become lost.  

Most lose the ability to tune into what their hearts tell them…

They become akin to robots following the social conventions of the generation.  They develop thick armor around themselves…

Rarely do they truly open up to one another.

In middle age, the individual gradually masters the art of his trade…

He tends to become quieter…  

The volatile desires of the earlier stage gradually dissipate.  

The strength of the blood declines.  

We are more peaceful and at ease with ourselves.  

We lose interest in competition and heroics. 

An individual is more likely to find the voice of his heart at this stage…

There is an opportunity to change his ways completely…  

Many develop an interest in philosophy and the origin of things at this stage.  Things that were once done in excess…

Tend to be done in moderation or dropped altogether.  

Those in middle age find themselves training the younger generation…

In their own revised social conventions – 

Which that generation usually rebels against.  

The middle-aged are likely to be quite set in their ways…

They have at last acquired some degree of power…

And those who have power are not likely to yield it.

They are slaves of the conventions they’ve created…

And their spirits are long lost.

In old age, it becomes clear that all dreams and aspirations…

Will come to nothing.

The uselessness of the acquisition of things becomes quite apparent…

When one is too physically debilitated to enjoy it.

One loses the ability to struggle and fight…

The body begins to deteriorate…

One thing after another ceases to function…

One may fight the tide with medical intervention…

But after awhile one comes to see how futile this is…

It is better to go ahead and let go of the body.

The tingling of desire becomes fainter…

One may seek to get it going again like a dying flame…

Or one could become very philosophical or religious…

Many go into churches or monasteries at this time.

One may be a hermit in the forest.

One goes within…

Either to indulge in memories of earlier times…

Or to seek the Source.

Finally comes death, when everything returns to stillness…  

At this time, we know nothing, do nothing, and feel nothing.  

Only pure consciousness remains.  

Our energy is again united with its source.

THE TALE OF THE WANDERING MUSICIAN

Withered Leaf and his conglomeration of students passed through Warlock Village when they went to see the sights of the Old Mountain.  

In the village they saw a man wandering around singing and playing upon a lute.  The man had a deerskin for a coat and a rope fro a belt.  He seemed happy and carefree as he walked and sang.

Withered Leaf was curious about why the man was so happy and contented.  He approached him and asked:  “Sir, why are you so happy with life?”

The man replied: 

“There are many reasons for me to be happy…

Of all the things that have arisen in the universe… 

Only the conscious ones are blessed with the gift of wisdom…

I am fully aware and conscious, thus I am happy.  

Although I am not wealthy…

I am far better off than those who have nothing.

I am gifted with excellent health and a life span of ninety years.

I do not care whether I am rich or poor…

I am aware that birth and death are but part of the Great Cycle...  

We all have the opportunity to experience all things.  

Many are worried about being poor and are afraid of dying, 

I am not bothered by these things.  

This is why I am always happy.”

After hearing this, Withered Leaf was greatly impressed.  He turned to his students and said:  “Truly this is a Man of Wisdom who knows how to be in life!  Verily, this man, a mere country bumpkin, is wiser than those academics ever will be with all their book-learning.”

WITHERED LEAF MEETS THE HERMIT

Upon the peaks of the Old Mountain which rose into the high heavens, Withered Leaf happened to encounter an interesting hermit who was at least a hundred years old.  In the warmth of the spring, this eccentric gentleman was wearing a ragged old fur coat and was gathering tin cans that had been dropped along the highway.  The man was singing joyfully as he picked up cans and dropped them in his bag.

Withered Leaf studied this odd fellow, then remarked to his students:  “This old man is quite a character and may contain seeds of wisdom in him.  Who would like to go to him and see what he has to say?”

His students shuffled their feet and hesitated, for this fellow was somewhat repulsive in his oddity and stank most awfully as if he had rolled in a large pile of cow manure.  

Finally, a bolder student, Cloudless Sky, waited for their paths to cross, and when near enough to bear the old man’s strange reek, Cloudless Sky said: 

“Sir, you are undoubtedly old and tired…

I can see life has been hard on you.

As elderly as you are…

You still have to toil and sweat under this hot sun…

Making a living in such a pathetic way…

Picking tin cans off the road and selling them for what meager profit you can…

Dear Sire, you have my fullest sympathy!”

Cloudless Sky realized something was wrong.  Either the old man was deaf or he was a bit addled from being under the hot sun for so long.  He caught up with the old man and apologized.  The old hermit grinned toothlessly at Cloudless Sky and said:  

“Ha! Ha! Ha! Ha!  

Why am I so pathetic that you should feel sorry for me?  

Why I feel sorry for you being so somber and sober!”  

Cloudless Sky tentatively ventured to say: 

“Well, good sir, I thought maybe you did not work hard when you were young, and in your adult years you never cared to seek fame or fortune for yourself.  As a result, you have no wife or children to look after you now and the government is of no help to someone in your dire straits.  Now you are getting old and death is near.  Yet you laugh and sing and you do not realize you have wasted the best years of your life.”

The elderly man smiled and snorted at this remark.  

“Waste?  What does this concept of ‘waste one’s life’ mean?

We have all eternity before us.  

Is this little stretch of existence all there is?  

I laugh and sing because I am happy…

Suppose I had passed my youthful years…

Straining body and mind seeking to achieve fame and fortune… 

And I spent all my energy competing with others in my middle years…

I would had been quite burned out by now…

How fortunate I am to have no family…

For I do not have that to bind me now…

I can even look forward to the day I die…

Would this not be a beautiful day to die?

Why should I not be happy?

This very moment is perfect as it is.”

Cloudless Sky returned to Withered Leaf and reported his findings:  “Just as I thought…  Another crazy old man!”

Withered Leaf only smiled and said nothing.

FINDING THE SPACE OF PERFECT REST

Cloudless Sky grew weary of his studies.  He came to a conclusion that all he did was futile.  His efforts were coming to nothing.  He told Withered Leaf he would like to take a sabbatical from his studies.

Withered Leaf only remarked:  

“As long as you live you will not rest.  

Always, you will ponder on the intrinsic meaning of things.

Never will you be able to content yourself with living as a common man.”

“Then there is no place I can find rest from my work?”

Withered Leaf smiled a mysterious smile and said:  

“You will find numerous places where there is rest…

They are not immediately obvious…

You must look carefully…

Watching and listening like a tiger after its prey…

I would advise certain spots in graveyards long forgotten…

Under stones of walls overgrown by forests…

In the bubbling of a brook far off the trail…

In the croak of a frog in a misty swamp…

In the sudden flight of the blue heron…

In lost valleys with no paths…

In mysterious grassy clearings in the depths of the forest…

In high mounds that gather special energies…

Sit quietly and pay special attention…

These are all places of rest.”

Cloudless Sky then exclaimed:  

“I am well aware that the living ones…

 Can never know what it means to rest…

 Rest is only for the dead.  

Death is indeed something great!  

The contented person finds rest in death…

The greedy one finds an end to his long list of desires.”

Withered Leaf replied:  

“There is a saying among the ancients…

‘Life is effort, death is rest’.  

Most people are deluded that living is a happy business…

Little do they realize that living is far more difficult than dying.  

People put incredible energies into staving off the inevitable…

In holding back the waters of a dam that is doomed to burst…

They think old age brings loneliness and despair…

They dread it, artificially extending it as long as they can…

Thus creating more misery and needless expense…

Little do they know it is possible to recover…

The carefreeness and happiness of their childhood…

Shedding the masks and armor they have been wearing all their lives.

People see death as some horrible thing…

In reality it is a release from the labor of maintaining physical existence…

For those who look within…

There are more subtle realms of existence.”

THE ERUDITE WORDS OF DO-DO BIRD

The sage, Do-Do Bird, also understood the meaning of death.  He said:  

The old ones said that persons who cultivate mind and body…

Who are respectful and moderate in their ways…

Will find death as an experience of liberation…

Death will assist the unscrupulous person…

To see the folly of endlessly pursuing desires…

The futility of piling up things that are unreal…

Death is akin to returning to a long distant home…

This is why ancient ones referred to a dead person…

As ‘one who has returned home’.

A living person is a wanderer far from his place of birth…

This one has lost his way…

There are many twists and turns in the journey of life…

Numerous are the forks where one can be sidetracked…

They have lost all notion of how to find their way back…

Perhaps they come to the conclusion there is no home.

If someone leaves his family and his livelihood…

And wanders far from home to become a vagabond…

Everyone will say this person is crazy and irresponsible…

If this person were to be cunning…

Using intelligence and skill to make a name for himself…

Ensuring that everyone will recognize his achievements…

He is regarded as a ‘great’ man.

Actually this one has strayed far from his true nature…

He has become an utter fake to appear what he is…

His mask is better constructed than others.

Sages can tell who has lost their original nature…

And who are those that have yet retained it.

Wise ones remain unknown…

Rarely do they reveal their knowledge…

And only to those who are ready to receive it.

Only when times are right…

Do they expose themselves publicly…

Rare is the one who can be in the light of public recognition…

Without losing his soul.

Therefore the wise ones avoid this.”

THE VALUE OF EMPTINESS

Once someone encountered Ah-So while he was sweeping off the stairs of the town hall and asked him about the value of emptiness.  Leaves were swirling in mad circles on the streets.  He looked into the sky full of foreboding clouds and replied:

The majority of people like to be praised.  

They feel good when their accomplishments are acknowledged.

We are better off without such attachments…

No longer feeling good because of recognition and approval…

Or feeling bad because of lack of attention and disapproval…

We would have fewer things to worry about.

It is better to be like an empty reed…

Open to all possibilities…

The winds from all directions…

Will play tunes so spontaneous and ever-original.

See the cat chasing the leaf…

Who can tell where the cat ends…

Or where the leaf begins?

Perhaps the two are a larger process.

Should you be given credit for doing a thing…

It is not your own doing…

It is part of a larger Pattern…

Your own doing is like a crest of a wave…

The wave has been traveling a long time…

Forming from the depths of the Infinite Ocean.

Events only occur because certain conditions are appropriate…

The wave only becomes apparent when the shore comes near…

Your action merely contributes to a series of conditions.

The conditions are countless as grains of sand, the stars in the heavens!

Even the totality of this universe…

Is merely part of something far greater.

We are taught that when an event occurs simultaneous with our own doing…

It is ‘our’ accomplishment…

In reality, there is nothing to accomplish…

Thus it is silly to praise or blame someone’s ‘actions’…

In reality, it is part of a Greater Pattern…

Which has no boundaries.

Seeing the emptiness of things and actions…

Will help you attain an inner stillness, a peace of mind…

Even in the midst of intensive actions…

Without this inner stillness…

You will become lost in innumerable complications…

Which will disrupt your peace of mind even more…

You will lose your view of the Way.

By losing the Way…

You will have lost track of who you are…

You will be left with a mask you are deluded into believing is you…

Great will be your misery when the mask decays!

THE TALE OF THE LOST SHEEP

The Mountain Man once told a story about two persons who both lost a sheep.  One person became very upset about the loss of this sheep for it was a prize sheep and he loved and cared for it very much.  He lost himself in drinking, sex, and gambling to try to forget this misfortune.  The other person decided this would be an excellent chance for him to study the texts of those who have found the Way, and quietly observe the subtle workings of the Great Pattern.  Both men experienced exactly the same misfortune, but one man lost himself because he was too attached to the experience of loss, while the other found himself because he was able to let go of all gain and loss.

ARE THINGS GROWING OR DECAYING?

The great galaxies and the earthly planets…

Are constantly in a state of change.  

These changes are so gradual…

We believe the celestial firmament and great mountains…

Are permanent fixtures in the universe.

Mountains rise and fall over millions of years…

Should we go back to the time of the Great Dragons…

And look around at the landscape…

We would not recognize a thing!

When one thing grows, another thing will decay…

When something disappears, something else emerges…  

The roots of the new plants of spring…

Are fed by the dead plants of last autumn.  

The last gasp of sexual desire releases the seed…

 That will grow into the new generation.  

The ideas of the old ones must pass…

For ideas of the young ones to move in their place.  

This is only the balance of things.

If there were only growth and no decay…

The world would quickly become overpopulated.

If too many of a species survives…

That which they live on would become diminished…

And they would die off.

If we only had good things happen to us and nothing bad…

We would inevitably take it all for granted…

We would actually invent evil just to make things more interesting…

Look at prosperous societies and see if this is not so.

If a means were invented to make us live forever…

We would become so bored with being in the same form…

We would either kill ourselves or make ourselves into a different being.

For the world to continue…

There must be a balance of growth and decay.  

If we humans interfere with the natural order of things…

By attempting to control growth and decay…

The balance of things will be lost. 

Only when things are left to their natural way…

Will the balance be maintained.

The subtle energies of the stars and planets…

Are not gathered in a single instant.  

Mountains, seas, valleys, and rivers…

Are not made or destroyed in one day.  

Changes in heaven and earth are occurring all the time... 

Because the changes are so gradual…

The time between coming and going…

Is often imperceptible to us.

The appearance of a person is constantly changing.  

From childhood to death…

Changes mark the oncoming of different stages…

New teeth appear in the infant….

Acne appears in the adolescent…

Grey hairs appear in the middle age…

Crippled body appears in the old age.

These changes are so gradual…

We barely note them…

Until one day we look in the mirror…

And are shocked by our new appearance.

In youth, intelligence is quick and witty…

In older years, intelligence is reflective and philosophical…

Even personality changes…

And we hardly note the person we have transformed into.

Change is very subtle…

One must look very carefully to note it…

Begin by observing the unfolding of clouds…

Watch the sun rise or set…

Observe an ant building a hill…

Watch the slow shifting of the seasons…

Eventually you will be able to see mountains slowly rise and fall…

Like huge waves on the land.

WORRYING THAT THE SKY WILL FALL

In the Land of the Silver Lakes, there lived a peculiar old man who was worried that the sky would fall.  It looked so massive up there and there were such huge clouds that it seemed perfectly reasonable to him that all of that would topple down and crush the earth and all its inhabitants below.  No one would be able to hide from such a terrible tragedy and all would surely die.  He constantly mulled over this horrible idea, living day and night in a state of terrible panic.  He could neither eat nor sleep.

A friend attempted to reason with him, assuring him that there really wasn’t anything to worry about.  He commented to the old man:  “Look, the clouds up there are merely the accumulation of vapor.  This vapor is very lightweight, only slightly heavier than the air itself.  It does occasionally fall, but only in the form of rain.  The rain is very beneficial to us and the plants we grow.  This vapor is invisible in the air all around us.  We breathe it, we walk through it, and we stretch our bodies inside it.  Do not worry, the sky will not fall on you.  Just try to relax!”

The old man was not quite reassured.  “But what about the sun and moon?  Or look at all those stars hovering above us at night!  Those are very heavy bodies hovering in space.  What if the moon were to fall and crush us?  What if the sun flared up and burned us to death?  What if we got hit by a huge rock floating our way through space?  Are these not things to worry about?”

“Yes, yes, you do have a point there.  But the moon has been where it is for millions of years circling around our planet like a ball on a string.  The sun is a good distance from us and our astronomers tell us it will be billions of years before it flares up and burns this planet.  By then, you and I will be long gone.  As for a rock hitting us, this is very rare and most rocks burn up in our air before they even reach the surface of this planet.  How pretty they are at night when they light up the sky!”

The old man was still worried.  “But how about this earth?  How do we know it won’t break up and disappear?”

“Again, you can be assured this is unlikely.  The crust is rather solid, though it does shake up a bit in the event of an earthquake.  But every day, we walk on it, we jump on it, we sleep on it, we sit on it, and yet these actions do not make it give way like fragile clay.  It is ridiculous to consider that the earth will just suddenly break up.  Old man, you really need to stop worrying.  Perhaps you should see a doctor to give you pills to enable you to relax.”

The old fellow was somewhat mollified, though he was a bit worried that these things have a remote possibility of happening.  Feeling everything was secure and safe, he was happy again.  His friend was glad too, knowing he had helped someone get rid of needless worries.

The story of this incident got around to Ah-So.  He laughed and remarked:  

Rainbows, clouds, mist, wind, rain, snow, sleet, and hail…

The changes in the four seasons…

All are formed from energies accumulated in the endless skies above.

Mountains, rivers, seas, minerals, metal, and stone…

All are all formed from the accumulation of earthy matters…

Ultimately these are derived from energies forged in the heart of the stars.  

All in the sky and the earth are derived from the same energy…

This energy is ever vulnerable to constant and abrupt changes…

There are no guarantees of stability...  

Heaven is wide and earth is vast, but they are not permanent…

Over millions and billions of years…

They will not remain in their current form.

Planets are wrecked by massive asteroids…

Stars explode and destroy solar systems…

Volcanoes explode, earthquakes lay waste to cities…

Resources run out, huge populations starve and are thrown into anarchy…

The fears of the old man are not all that far-fetched.

Indeed the sky can fall from the heavens!

None of this is truly destroyed…

These energies are indestructible…

They have their origin in emptiness…

We can do nothing to stop cosmic disasters…

Death is inevitable, why worry about it?

No one can know the moment it will happen…

No one can understand what another is going through…

Without being that other…

We go on through the business of maintaining our current existence…

Why let this question of whether heaven and earth will perish occupy our mind?

Simply live in the present and enjoy what is now.

LIFE THAT IS BORROWED, WEALTH THAT IS STOLEN

A president of a major corporation asked his advisor:  “Can I possess the way of heaven and earth and make it go according to my wishes?”

His advisor, who once was a student of Ah-So, replied:  “Even your body is not your own; how can you think about bending the way of heaven and earth to your will?”

The president was somewhat appalled at being told this, for he was rather fond of his body and the sensual pleasures it provided.  “If my body does not belong to me, then to whom does it belong?”

“Your body does not belong to you…

Its form was lent to you by circumstances of heaven and earth.  

Your life does not belong to you…

It came into existence by the interactions of the energies of yang and yin.  

Your mind and your spirit are not yours to control…

They follow the natural way of heaven and earth.  

Your children and grandchildren are not yours to possess…

They are akin to flakes off your skin… 

The gift of procreation was granted to you by heaven and earth.  

All these things and your lucky circumstances…

Are loaned to you by the Great Pattern.

Assuredly, there will be a heavy interest to pay later!

You are merely at the top of the wheel which spins up and down.

“Blessed is the one who can understand the meaning of this truth.

Such a person is not bound by ideas of what a mind and body is.    

The average person identifies with the body and mind as ‘his’ or ‘hers’.  

Forgetting your body…

You can travel anywhere in the world without knowing where you go.  

Forgetting your mind…

You can succeed in everything without knowing how it is done.

When you waver and procrastinate…

You lose touch with the Way…

Consequently things go wrong.  

When you follow the Way of Heaven…

You go when you need to go…

You stay without knowing what made you stay…

You eat without knowing how you are fed. 

“Life is coming together of the energies of heaven and earth.  

The source of these energies has no beginning and no end.  

How can one ever possess the way of heaven and earth?  

The Way has no plan.  

The Pattern is endlessly spontaneous and creative!”

The president, upon hearing these words, immediately gave up his post and walked out.  No one ever saw him again.  

WE ARE ALL THIEFS

In the Land of the Silvery Lakes, there lived a very rich man by the name of Golden Belly.  In the land of the Dusty Creeks, there lived a very poor man by the name of Mangled Dog.  Seeing the wealth of Golden Belly, Mangled Dog chose to pay this lucky gentleman to see if he could learn his methods of becoming rich.

Golden Belly scratched his head.  He was surprised someone would ask him such a silly thing. To him, it was so obvious.  “Actually, there really isn’t anything to it.  I simply stole and embezzled and got away with it.  You will find this is true of most rich ones.  In the first year, I made enough to no longer need to serve someone else.  In the second year, I began to invest in wealthy enterprises, and started getting rich.  By the third year, I was able to save up an enormous sum of money.  I am now able to help others who are in need.”

Mangled Dog was happy to hear this.  He immediately jumped onto the idea of stealing.  He had no idea it was so simple!  He did not bother asking Golden Belly to explain the details of how or what he stole.

He tried his skills at stealing, which he had never bothered to master before.  He climbed over walls and broke into houses.  He helped himself to anything he could lay his hands on.  He had no idea there was so much to steal and that people left their things so unguarded.  He soon accumulated a load of goods.

However, he was inevitably carried away and caught.  He was punished severely by the authorities and his stolen goods were taken away from him.  Upon being poor again, he was angry at having bad advice given to him by Golden Belly.  He found the rich man and accused him of tricking him.

Golden Belly shook his head and sighed in exasperation at the stupidity of his student.  “You never did inquire of me what I stole to make myself rich.  You have certain connotations connected with the word ‘steal’ and as a result, you formed your own ideas about it.  Off you went to do it your own way.  And of course you ended up in trouble.  People do not take lightly to having their things taken from them.  Allow me to describe what it is I stole to become wealthy

“I have heard that the four seasons bless us with bountiful gifts.  So I stole the gift of the spring rain and the summer warmth for my crops.  I also know the rivers and lakes have a lot of wealth, so I stole fish for my fish pond and waterfowl for my duck farm.  I know the earth has a lot to give, so I stole enough trees to build shelters for myself and my livestock.  I know the woods have plenty of riches, so now and then I steal some wild game and royal herbs for food.  There is plenty of air so I used that to burn the fires to keep me and my livestock warm in the depth of chilliest winters.  Water, soil, air, animals, and crops all belong to the earth below and the starry realms above.  

“Neither myself nor anyone else ultimately can possess such things.  I merely borrowed such items to make myself rich, and in the long run, I will be forced by the hand of time to return these to their source.  No one ‘owns’ these.  However, let me warn you there is an ‘interest’ to repay – for you can only take just so much and no more; otherwise there is tribulation.  We are all part of the same Cycle. 

“You, on the other hand, were foolish enough to steal other people’s property, thinking this would save time and make things easier.  You took gold, jewels, fine clothes, and good foods that belong to people.  This is why you were punished by the laws of humanity.  Do you think you would be punished for taking a bit of air for your lungs to breathe?”

Mangled Dog felt Golden Belly was tricking him again and distracting him from the true source of his wealth.  As he left the rich man’s home, he met the sage Star Tree.  Mangled Dog asked for an interpretation of the rich man’s speech.  The learned man replied:  “Golden Belly did not steal in the ordinary sense of the word.  He understood that the gifts of the sky and the earth are there for him to use, although he realizes it is impossible to call anything in the natural world ‘his’ to ‘possess’.  By ‘stealing’, he meant ‘taking without the need to ask’.  You, on the other hand, do not yet realize this, and thus your ignorance caused you a lot of grief.”

Mangled Dog thereupon lived on the gifts of the heavens and the earth, taking what he needed as he went along.  For the rest of his earthly life, he felt utterly contented with his lot and thus considered himself the richest man on the planet. 

THE PHILOSOPHER-KING VISITS PARADISE

If life goes according to our wishes, we feel happy.  

As soon as they cease to go our way, we are frustrated.  

Those who are unaffected by external circumstances…

Will always be calm.  

They neither hope nor dread what is in the future.  

They follow the natural way of what is unfolding…

They are not controlled by their reactions to happenings around them.

The Philosopher-King visited a mythical land where there was neither leader nor government.  How can such a thing be possible, he wondered?  But, sure enough, the people lived according to the way of nature.  They were not excited about birth nor did they fear death, allowing such events to come as they will.  Everyone possessed some rather interesting abilities.  They could stay under water indefinitely becoming akin to the fish.  They could walk upon hot coals and not be burned.  They had an ability to communicate with the animals, birds, fish and plants around them.  They did not need to talk, yet they worked harmoniously.  They did not need to make decisions and plunged into action without procrastinating to make decisions.  They reached a point where they were able to completely forget themselves.  They were free from the limitations of body and mind.  Like birds, they could ride on the wind and float with the clouds.

How useful all this could be in his own country, the Philosopher-King decided.  Yet when he attempted to teach these things to his own countrymen, they could not understand him for they were used to things being the way they were.  They could not believe things could be so different.

The transcendence of mind and body…

Yields abilities that would indeed appear strange to ordinary people. 

Someone who could walk through fire, fly like birds, or stay underwater…

Would be considered to have magical powers.  

Many would do much or do anything to acquire such abilities.  

It is not a matter of extraordinary effort.  

Such skills are a by-product…

Of letting go of body and mind.  

By merging with the laws of nature…

One discovers the basic flexibility of form.  

One can then become creative with it.

To let go, you must see through the illusions…

Of external form and social conventions.  

Most regard these things as immutable, but they are not.  

Those unattached to the mundane affairs of the world and society…

Will not be affected by social pressure, emotions, and desire.  

They know the way of the starry realm within…

They are not bound…

By ideas of good and bad, right and wrong, beauty and ugliness.

Transcending mind and body requires the discipline to be effortless…

One must be patient with one’s impatience.  

One must thoroughly explore the roots of one’s desires, fears, and anger.  

Only when this is accomplished…

Will the enlightened individual know she or he has attained enlightenment… Which is nothing really to “attain”.  

With neither publicity nor fanfare…

Such ones, who have seen through the fabric of the pervading Pattern…

Continue their lives as seemingly ordinary people.

Unknown to the world, unaffected by its conventions…  

They live out their days in simplicity and contentment.

THE PHILOSOPHER-KING VISITS THE IMMORTAL LANDS

The Philosopher-King had achieved power for fifteen years.  The Philosopher-King took a tour around his country to see what he had accomplished.  When he saw that the populace respected and favored him, he was delighted.  Now he could turn his energies inward to seek the desires of his heart.

Retiring from managerial affairs, the Philosopher-King decided to try doing only things that would please his body and mind.  He partook of the best foods, had the most supreme musicians play for him, slept as late as he chose, and did all that was enjoyable.  He drank the finest wines, indulged in drugs that took him far away to magical lands, and engaged in the wildest orgies with countless contortions.  

As time passed by, his skin darkened and his senses became dulled to even the greatest physical pleasures.  Everything bored him, no matter how intensely he tried to increase his pleasures.  Not even the finest prostitute could arouse him.  Huge quantities of the best wines and drugs ceased to make him intoxicated.  His intelligence was slowed and he often could not remember his name or how he got there.  His emotions were far out of control and he needlessly punished persons with good intentions towards him.  This was not good and, after fifteen years of this kind of living, he realized he must take a different approach to life.  

So instead of being indulgent, he decided to exert the firmest control over himself and others.  He ceased to satisfy his senses and demanded that all others do the same by strict laws for which there were extreme punishments.  All alcohol, drugs, and sexual liaisons would be illegal, often punished by lifelong imprisonment, castration, or death.  No one would be allowed to sleep late and everyone would be required to incessantly work all waking hours.  He was anxious that he would not be a good ruler, and hoped by these actions, he would be known as the greatest Executive who ever lived.  After fifteen years of this, his skin became even darker, his senses became dulled, his mind became weaker, and his emotions were fierce and angry.  His subjects grew to hate him for he did not want anyone to enjoy life.  There was whispered talk of revolt throughout the land.

Observing what he had gotten himself into, the Philosopher-King sighed and said:  “At first, I pampered myself too much and became inurned to the pleasures of life.  Then I pushed myself too hard the opposite way to repress the pleasures of life.  It is small wonder I have lost my health and my inner peace!  Surely, there is some Middle Way between these extremes!”

He decided it was time to retire from attempting to control himself and everybody else.  He needed a long sabbatical to have time to think.  He abandoned his post in the high towers and lived in a shack in the woods in the foothills of the high mountains.  He dismissed all his employees and distanced himself from good foods, good music, and the companionship of others.  For three years like this, he stayed away from the affairs of governing.  Time ceased to matter to him and his thoughts gradually became still.

One day, while dozing beneath a pear tree in the afternoon, the Philosopher-King had a dream.  He dreamed he had journeyed to a mythical land in the West.  These immortal lands were so far away from his own country that it was only possible to travel to this land in the dream state.  In the dream, he had the sense that he had had this dream before and this was a strangely familiar land.

In this mythical land, there were no leaders and no teachers, for no one was defined as “wiser” than another.  Neither excited about life nor anxious about death, everyone lived a full and contented life.  The people there did not have prejudices or preferences and did not know how to love or hate.  They did not know what it means to feel attraction or repulsion, to approach or avoid, to take advantage or to ignore.  Therefore, they never developed ideas of wanting and not wanting, or liking and disliking.

Because there was nothing to welcome or dread, they could stay underwater and not drown; they could walk through fire and not be burned.  They could be cut with knives and they would not be wounded.  They could be poked and scratched, and they would not feel the itch.  They could float through space as if they were walking on solid ground.  They could sleep on thin air as if it were a solid bed.  Clouds and mist could not block their vision, thunder could not disturb their sense of hearing, and beauty and ugliness did not affect their judgment.  Traveling in spirit, they could walk surefooted on precarious paths in the highest mountains without fear of the precipitous heights.  They could walk in the deepest valleys without fear of wolves or rockslides.  Indeed, they seemed to be able to break all rules of the physical realm and circumstances had no effect on them.

When he awoke, the Philosopher-King felt enlightened by this experience.  He returned to the city and called his assistants.  He told them:  “I have spent three years in seclusion trying to find the best way to direct the affairs of the state simultaneously cultivating myself.  I found no enlightenment by attempting to think things out consciously.  My enlightenment came in the form of a dream. “ 

“I now understand that the Way is not something that can be discovered by conscious thinking or any spiritual ‘method’.  It is only attained when such conscious attempts stop.”  

The Philosopher-King then related what he had dreamed and his subjects were amazed.  It was soon afterwards their own dreams began to change.  As their dreams altered, so did their actions.  They lost all sense of strife and discontentment.

Twenty years later, the country of the Philosopher-King was not all that different from the mythical land he had visited in his dream.  He allowed the subjects to direct their own affairs.  Seeing they no longer needed him, the Philosopher-King left the realm of the living and went into the starry realm.  

On the islands in the eastern seas are immortal beings who live on dewdrops and pinecones.  They do not eat grain, they feed on the wind and vapor, and their minds are as clear and still as the mountain lake.  They have ruddy cheeks and they all look like healthy children.  They are open, friendly, and have no inhibitions.  They all do their own chores and are helpful to others.  There is no fear, no anger, no tension, and no dissatisfaction.  No one is superior or inferior to anyone else.  Everything is bountiful and everyone enjoys the providence of heaven and earth.  The sun and moon send a gentle light, the seasons are never harsh, the earth is rich, and the inhabitants are kind.  The deities bless the land and the monsters never go near it.  

This is the Land the Philosopher-King visited in his dream.  Pay close heed to the voice of your dreams, for this Land is that long-forgotten Paradise within you! 

RIDING ON THE WIND, FLOATING WITH THE CLOUDS

Ah-So had the immortal Wispy Cloud for a teacher and the sage Juicy Pear as a friend.  After he had finished his training with them to be completely effortless, Ah-So came home riding on the wind and floating on the clouds.

A man named Heavy Rock heard about Ah-So’s accomplishment.  He was so morose and heavy, he wanted to learn this trick of riding on the wind.  He went to Ah-So and implored him that he may be his student.  So intent was Heavy Rock on learning this skill that he hung around Ah-So’s home.  Endlessly he pestered the teacher with countless questions.  This went on for several months, but Ah-So only ignored him, implying that there was really nothing to teach.

Heavy Rock finally became impatient and was angry that Ah-So was not teaching him anything.  He left in a huff, swearing he would have nothing to do with him again.

When Heavy Rock got home, he calmed down and became aware of his stupidity in being so impulsive.  He returned to Ah-So and, once more, politely asked to be his student.  Ah-So said:  “You come and then you leave and then you return once more.  Why is this?  Can you not find any stability in your actions?”

Heavy Rock said:  “When I first came to ask you to teach me, you ignored me.  Thus I became annoyed and left.  Then I realized I was too impatient and reckless.  Now I am coming back to ask you to accept me as a student again.”

Ah-So replied:  “You have a potential intelligence within you.  Otherwise you would not had come to me.  I can see you are very confused.  You need to pay close attention.  Listen to what I went through when I learned from my own teachers.

“When I asked Wispy Cloud to be my master and Juicy Pear to be my friend, I decided I was going to work very hard to discipline my body and mind.  After three years of this, I was afraid to have any notions of right and wrong.  I dared not to speak words that might offend or please.  It was only then that my master glanced at me and acknowledged my presence.

“Five years later, I thought freely of right and wrong.  I spoke freely of approval or disapproval.  My master then gave me a smile.

“Seven years later, my thoughts came naturally with no conceptions of right and wrong.  Words came naturally with no intentions of pleasing or offending.  For the first time, my master invited me to sit by his side.

“Nine years later, no matter what came to my mind or what came out of my mouth, there was nothing that was right or wrong, pleasing or offending.  I no longer considered whether Wispy Cloud was my master or whether Juicy Pear was my friend.  These things ceased to matter to me and my actions were effortless and easy.

“It was then I became aware that there was no barrier between what was inside and what was outside.  My body was illuminated by a bright light.  I heard with my eyes and saw with my ears.  My nose functioned as my mouth and my mouth became my nose.  All senses merged into one sense.  I experienced the world with the totality of my senses as my spirit gathered and my form dissolved.  There was no distinction between muscles and bones.  I was unable to discern the difference between what was within the skin and what was outside the skin.  The world became my body.  My body ceased to be heavy and I felt like a leaf floating on the wind.  Without knowing it, I was being carried by the wind.  Drifting here and there, I did not know whether I rode on the wind – or whether the wind rode on me.”

Ah-So regarded Heavy Rock.  “Observe your basic condition.  The parts of your body do not cooperate.  The subtle energies of the starry realm and the earthly realm do not enter your body.  You block them out with your disgruntlement.  Your joints and bones are so heavy you cannot even move.  And you want to learn to ride on the wind?  It is not something to be learned instantly!  Like the movement of all things, you need to gradually evolve there.  The tree does not grow from the seed in a day!  It took a million years for the old mountain to rise!”

With that, Heavy Rock went away, each step trudging wearily like a massive boulder through the mud.

It took him a long time, but Heavy Rock became patient with his own impatience.  He let go of his disgruntled feelings that he was somehow cheated by the world.  As he did so, he found himself riding on the wind, floating with the clouds.  

Often, when the sunset colors the skies…

One can see him drifting with the faintest clouds.

THE ART OF STAYING UNDER WATER AND WALKING THROUGH FIRE

Ah-So asked the sage Juicy Pear:  “Why can the enlightened person stay under water and not drown, walk on fire and not be burned, and float on thin air and not fall?”

Juicy Pear replied:  

“It is not done by skill and courage…

It is not done by special exertion.  

It is done by gathering the energy and focusing the spirit.

“We are taught that what has shape, color, and sound is a thing.  

We taught that qualities such as shape, color, and sound…

Are means by which we can categorize things…

This goes in one container, that goes in another…

Circles are different from pentagons…

Nor are pentagons the same as squares.

“This gives us no indication of intrinsic qualities…

The external features are what we use to categorize…

The intrinsic quality is consciousness.

“The ultimate intrinsic quality of all is emptiness…

Emptiness is fullness…

So we may say all is absolute fullness.

“Once you go beyond external differences…

It is possible to merge anything with anything…

Becoming one with water, you will not drown…

Becoming one with fire, you will not burn.

“Such magician’s tricks mean nothing…

If you know all places are one and the same…

It is unnecessary to travel anywhere.

If you know that all you need is right in the palm of your hand…

There is no need to acquire anything.

“To an enlightened person, the world is limitless.  

He takes shelter in the realm where there is no beginning and no end.  

He wanders leisurely where myriad things appear and disappear.  

It is all a phantasmagoria where there is limitless creativity.  

He purifies the original nature…

He cultivates the energies of the universe…

He maintains the stability of the Pattern.  

Unified with the laws of nature…

He merges with the natural order of things.  

His spirit is unharmed…

Things outside cannot penetrate him or harm him.

“You have observed how a very drunk man…

Falling down the stairs is not severely injured.  

This is because the drunk man’s limbs are very pliable to the world…

He is unaware of fear or death.  

The same fall would seriously injure a conscious man…

Because his limbs are stiff…

He is resistant to changes in his circumstances.  

He is anxious and braces himself for the fall, thus it hurts him more.  

“In a similar way as the one drunk or on drugs…

The enlightened person merges with his circumstances…

He does not brace himself for a fall…

He does not have fear or hope…

He does not have awareness of a ‘death’…

Since he knows the energies that were him…

Will go on to merge into the energies of the universe.”

THE ART OF ARCHERY

Ah-So wanted to show off his skill of archery to a friend.  He drew his bow and placed a cup of water on his left forearm.  Then, while balancing the cup on his arm, he notched an arrow and let it fly.  Before the first arrow hit the target, he had let off the second and the third.  When he saw that all three arrows had hit the target right smack in the center, Ah-So was quite pleased with himself.  So steady was his hand and so focused his concentration, the water in the cup did not spill a single drop.

His friend was not terribly impressed with this show of superb balance.  He remarked:  “You have only shown me the skill of eye and hand, not the state of mind of the true archer.  Let us go to the mountains and stand on the edge of a cliff.  Let us see how well you do there.”

The two hiked up to a high peak in the mountains.  It was very windy up there and there were patches of ice and snow one might abruptly slip on to fall thousands of feet.  Ah-So’s friend walked toward the edge of a cliff that dropped a thousand feet below.  There was a thin neck of rock that stuck out over the cliff which his friend walked out upon.  Standing precisely upon the edge, he invited Ah-So to join him.

With much trepidation and trembling, Ah-So attempted to join him.  The thought of standing upon the edge of such an abyss, thousands of feet of sheer space below him, made him feel dizzy and break out into a cold sweat.  What if he momentarily lost his balance!  What if a sudden wind blew him off!  He found he was unable to approach the edge.

Ah-So’s friend then commented:  “The true master archer can fire an arrow under any condition.  Whether he sees the clear sky or faces the yawning abyss, he can shoot with the same state of mind.  He is unaffected by conditions of life or death.  Nothing can remove the stillness of his mind, one with the skies and the void.  Observe your reactions now.  So frightened are you that you are unable to stand up or look straight.  How can you call yourself a master of your circumstances?”

His friend then stood balanced on one foot with half the other foot over the edge of the abyss.  He shot an arrow straight up high in the sky.  It flew as high as the soaring hawks, then, despite the blowing winds, returned to him.  Leaning forward over the abyss, he snatched the arrow out of the air, unconcerned about life or death.

FEATS OF POWER

In the lowlands of mud and smoke, there lived an influential man called Slash-Face.  Though not officially a member of corporate power, Slash-Face was influential and tended to dominate those who came within his circle.  High executives and politicians paid heed to him.  He was a very scheming man and quick to seek revenge on those who try to prevent him from having power.  Those who were in good rapport with him rose to positions of greater power.  Those who were not in such good favor with him found themselves in lower positions.

Slash-Face was fond of encouraging people around him to compete with one another in contests of physical and mental prowess.  If such contests led to death or injuries, Slash-Face was not at all concerned.  Indeed, he rather enjoyed observing the stronger ones bully the weaker ones and those who were smarter ridiculing the slow-witted ones.  Challenges and mockery were the norm where his influence was felt.

One day two of Slash-Face’s accomplices were on an errand far from the city.  Night fell and since there were no inns, they found lodging at the house of an old farmer.  This old farmer was Ah-So in many of his disguises.  With amusement, Ah-So listened to these two men speak of what a great man Slash-Face was, how he would soon rise in power to dominate the whole land, granting powers of life or death over his terrified subjects.  Ah-So decided he would challenge this supposed dominator.

With sufficient provisions, Ah-So set out for the mansion of this popular man, wearing a straw hat, ragged clothes, and carrying an old pack on his back.

When he arrived there, he saw that all of Slash-Face’s retinue wore rich clothes, rode in fine vehicles, and all had an air of arrogance.  They looked with derision at this old farmer with his dirty face and his ragged clothes.  They teased him and pushed him around for sport.  They gave him the lowliest tasks such as cleaning out the toilets or shining their shoes.  They beat him black and blue and called him mean names.  However, no matter how they tried to bully him, Ah-So took this mockery and the beatings with perfect equanimity.  Because he did not react to their treatment, Slash-Face’s consorts grew bored with their cruelty and left him alone to find other victims.

One day, the retainers, quite drunk out of their minds, were standing atop a building high above the ground.  They were boasting about their wonderful feats and challenging one another.  Ah-So happened to be nearby, sweeping the stairways.  Bantering with one another, the men joked and said:  “Whoever would be bold enough to jump down from this high building will be awarded with a hundred pieces of gold!”  

While they thus goaded and pushed one another, Ah-So stepped forward without hesitation, and flew off the building, one hundred stories high.  Like the seed of a dandelion, he floated lightly down and landed on his feet, unhurt.  Those who observed this feat were quite surprised, but they thought perhaps Ah-So had simply been lucky or perhaps they were just imagining things.  Maybe their memories were playing tricks on them.

They led Ah-So to a bend in the river where the waters were deep and swift.  They explained to him in mirth:  “Listen, you uncouth hick, somewhere in those deep waters you will find a pearl of great value.  It was once dropped there by the Green Empress of time ago and has never been recovered since.  Whoever should be so brave would dive down and find it.  You will be a rich man indeed!  Let’s see you do that, you idiot!”  

Without the slightest hesitation, Ah-So took a deep breath, removed his clothes and shoes, and dived deep under the water.  Time went on for a while.  The sun passed across the sky and Ah-So did not reappear.  When they were about to give him up as dead and gone, Ah-So returned with a massive gleaming pearl of great worth in his hand.  The subjects of Slash-Face were amazed, not only because he had seemingly swam underwater as though he were a fish, but because the story about the pearl was a ruse.

Because of this, Ah-So began to earn the respect of Slash-Face and his retainers.  They ceased to be mean to him.  Slash-Face gave him a stipend of gold and fine clothes.  Ah-So did not keep these and simply passed them on to beggars in the streets.

One night, a fire broke out in a building containing some rather valuable items.  Among these were some important pieces of paper which would grant the possessor great wealth.  These belonged to Slash-Face.  Concerned that he was about to lose a great fortune, Slash-Face turned to his employees and offered a huge fortune to the one who would rescue these important documents.  The documents were in a room surrounded by flames and no one was about to risk his life to rescue these.

Ah-So immediately rushed through the roaring flames.  He carried all valuable items out, including the documents.  He found a tiny kitten, terrified out of its wits, and rescued this, too.  He actually considered the little kitten of far more value than the supposed ‘valuable’ items.  The fire did not burn him in the least.

Ah-So became greatly admired, even as much as Slash-Face.  Those who had bullied him, now apologized to him.  “We had no idea that you knew the arts of magic and could do all these things beyond the capabilities of ordinary people.  We are so sorry we were unkind to you and made fun of you when you first came here.  We tried to trick you into doing impossible tricks that would had killed any one else, yet you survived.  Now we feel like we are the idiots, not you, since we failed to recognize that you are a man of power.”  Ah-So shook his head and watched the geese flying high in the air.  These compliments had no effect on his emotional equanimity and slipped by him like water off the tail of a fish.

Many crowded around Ah-So, desiring to be near him, congratulating him, beseeching him to teach him the secrets of flying through air, staying under water, and walking through fire.

Ah-So answered them:

“You are asking the wrong one.  I really have no idea how I managed to do these incredible feats.  There is nothing more magical about these than breathing the air or beating your heart.  It just happens, that’s all.  I heard that one could make a fortune simply by being on the right side of this famous man, Slash-Face.  After I got here, there was no doubt in my mind that if I jumped from the building, I would be unhurt – or if I jumped in the river, I would find the pearl.  It never occurred to me these tasks were impossible – so they were not.  If there were hesitation in my mind I could not do these or that these feats went against what physical reality is ‘supposed to be’, I would be unable to do these.  

“In fact, now that you mention it, I wonder if in the future, if these things would be possible or not.  I don’t think I will try such things again.  I would probably get killed.  How could I have been so foolish?  I will return to my former life and sit by the river, watching the patterns in the water as it flows by.  You will not learn nothing from me, since fame and fortune is all you value.  Perhaps you should question what it is you truly need and stick with that.”

THE ART OF TAMING ANIMALS

The Philosopher-King once had an animal caretaker by the name of Lie-Low who was an expert in taming animals.  This man was not only able to tame the more commonly domesticated animals such as dogs, cats, or horses, but he was especially adept at taming wild beasts such as tigers, wolves, eagles, and other birds of prey.  He tamed them so well he could allow them to roam uncaged on the lands of humans.  Female and male were unselfconscious about mating in his presence.  Different species of animals lived quite comfortably side by side without conflict, even predator and prey.

The Philosopher-King recognized this as a quite valuable talent to have and such a skill at the taming of animals would disappear when Lie-Low, an old man in his last years, died.  So he sent one of his servants to become Lie-Low’s apprentice.

When this new apprentice arrived, Lie-Low explained to him:  “At the outset, you should know there really isn’t much to taming wild animals.  It is simply a matter of allowing them to be themselves.  However, if I do not explain to you how I managed to tame these animals, the king will be upset with me.  

“Animals have a unique nature.  They don’t just fly into a rage or calm down for no reason.  They have their own kind of reasoning.  It is a mistake to believe you can tame wild animals by whip and chain.  This only makes them more ferocious.

The secret to taming wild animals is to understand their nature.  To understand their nature, you must observe them carefully at all times.  Sit quietly and they will come to you.  Come after them and they will turn on you or run from you.  If you do not arouse their ferocity, they will be calm; however, if you do something that goes against their nature, they will be enraged.

“Typically, a man who feeds tigers will not give them a live animal, because the tigers’ ferocity will be aroused when they chase and tear at their prey.  Moreover, he feeds the tiger when it begins to get hungry, not when it is very hungry or when it is full.  In such a manner, the animal feels satisfied when it is fed.  Tigers are different from us, and to tame them, you need to understand their natural instincts and not work against them.

“Although I am careful not to make my tigers angry, I also do not allow them to have their way completely.  If they are either too happy or excited, they may have a tendency to anger.  You need to keep the tigers in a balanced state, neither too happy nor too discontented.  I do not go out of my way to make them happy or behave in such a way to provoke their rage.  Then my animals come to feel I am one of them.  This is why they are content to stay in my gardens uncaged and lose their desire to roam back into the wilderness. 

“The key is to tame the wild beast within yourself.  Once you understand your own beastly nature, will you be able to tame the beasts without.”

When this got back to the Philosopher-King, he remarked:

“Truly this man has wisdom many of us lack.  Indeed, his methods for taming wild beasts would be suitable for coordinating the peoples of this land.  Only by understanding their true nature, is it possible to tame them.”

THE ART OF STEERING A BOAT

A student once asked Withered Leaf,  “One time I was crossing a river.  I observed the ferryman riding across dark and dangerous waters.  He handled the boat, a mere leaf in a strong wind, with the grace of a drifting snowflake in still air.  I inquired of him as to whether such a marvelous skill could be learned.  He explained to me anyone can learn this skill.  If you have mastered the art of swimming in treacherous falls, you will find it especially easy.  I was then curious whether a person who knows how to swim underwater in the ocean in the midst of a hurricane, would also find it easy to learn how to handle such a craft.  The man turned and led us ashore.  He did not bother to answer this question for me.  Why do you suppose he behaved this way, Withered Leaf?”

Withered Leaf replied:  “It is indeed quite easy for a swimmer to naturally get the hang of steering a boat because such a person already understands the currents and nuances of the flow of water.  The swimmer’s movements are so natural in the water he takes to it like a bird to the air.  The diver who has never seen a boat in his life should also have no problem in picking up the skills of boating.  To him, the depths of the sea is as comfortable as being on the dry land is for the average person.  So accustomed is he to plunging beneath the surface of the water, that the possible rolling over of the boat presents no problem for him.  He is not afraid of what may happen to the boat.  He is thus as relaxed on the boat as he is on land.  Therefore he will learn quickly, for he will not be anxious.  Even the stormiest waters will present no problem for him, for he knows he can abandon the boat and take shelter in the calm of the waters of the deep.”

His student appeared somewhat confused.  Withered Leaf noted this and continued:  “Let’s look at it another way.  If you play a gambling game, where mere scrap pieces of glass are at stake, you will play skillfully.  If you play for pieces of silver, you will play somewhat less skillfully, anxious about the outcome.  If you play with your land and house at stake, you will be so anxious, you will be unable to focus at all on the game and probably play very poorly.  It is not because you have less skill than before; it is because you are so flustered by things happening outside you have lost that inner calmness you need to win to the game.

“Lose your stillness and you will fail in everything you do.  This applies to steering a boat in rough waters as well as managing the affairs of daily life.”

THE ART OF SWIMMING

Withered Leaf and his students were standing near a waterfall.  The water flowed over a ledge and dropped over three hundred feet below, where the river continued to flow swiftly through a gorge over thirty miles long.  These waters were so terrifying, even the fish, turtles, and alligators would not go near them.

Abruptly a figure jumped from the top of the waterfall into the foaming river.  Withered Leaf and his cohorts immediately concluded that surely this man was undergoing a dramatic form of suicide.  The students of Withered Leaf went to the banks of the river below to attempt to either rescue him or more likely salvage his battered corpse.  However, when they hurried to the bank of the river, they saw someone swimming quite leisurely to the edge.  To their surprise, the man stood up in the shallows, shook the water off his long hair, and began to sing with joy.

Withered Leaf was uncomprehending of this abrasive sight, so he approached this strange man and remarked:  “When I saw you dive from the top of the waterfall, I thought surely you intended to kill yourself.  Now I see you swimming in these treacherous waters as though you were going out for a daily swim on a still lake.  I am wondering if you are some kind of ghost or a freak.  You do appear to be some kind of human, but certainly not a normal one!  Tell us, how did you manage to swim through such dangerous waters?”

The long-haired man replied:  “I have no particular method of swimming.  The only thing I can say is when I am in the water, I do not fight the currents.  I simply float freely along with them and sink with them when they go beneath tunnels in the rocks.  If you tried to resist the flow, just an inch one way or the other would indeed batter your body to pieces.

“You could say I started my learning with what was given to me at birth, continued with what was natural for me to do, and completed it by trusting what was meant to be.”

Withered Leaf was confused.  “I am not sure what you mean.”

The long-haired man laughed joyously.  “It means following the natural course of things.  If I were born in the mountains, it would be quite natural for me to feel comfortable in the high mountains.  I would walk as if I were a goat along the sides of steep slopes.  Great heights would not bother me.  The high flying hawks would be my natural companions.

“If I were born by the sea, it would be quite natural for me to grow up playing in the water.  I would swim like a fish in the sea.  I would understand the ebb and flow of the tides.  I would ride on the backs of dolphins playing in the waters.

“Instead, I was born by these roaring waters.  My mother taught me to swim by throwing me in these very waters and I took to it quite naturally.  My brothers and sisters played games of hide and seek among the currents of that vast waterfall that apparently you fear so much.

“This is what it means to start out with what is given in birth.  That is what is continuing with what is natural to do.  When I do something, I never stop and think about how I do it.  I just take the plunge and do it.  That is trusting the process of being.”

THE MAN WHO COULD WALK THROUGH FIRE

A hunter was once searching in the Central Mountains for game.  There was an elusive moose in these forests, but he was not having much luck.  In a fit of desperation, he set the tall grass on fire, very dry from summer drought.  In this way, he hoped that the animal would be driven out of its hiding by the sheer heat.

Suddenly, he saw a darkened figure emerge from the heart of the fire.  In the midst of the high lapping flames, he saw what appeared to be a figure dancing in the fire and smoke.  He was wondering if he saw a ghost.  After all, he had been out here for a long time and men by themselves in the wilderness were prone to hallucinate.

However, when the brush fire died down, he saw the figure again.  The charred man was walking leisurely, whistling the tune of the birds, as though nothing had happened.  The hunter was curious, so he walked toward the figure to have a closer look.  When he realized the figure had the shape and features of a human, he was even more fascinated.  He went up to the man, asking:  “You must surely be a madman to be up here where no humans reside.  Why do you live among these high barren rocks?  Why do you run among the flames?”

The man replied:  “What are rocks?  What are flames?  I do not know what you are talking about.  Outside, inside… what are these?”

The hunter concluded that the man was indeed out of his wits.  He shook his head and wandered throughout the exposed rocks.  He never did find that moose and returned to the lowlands disappointed.  In taverns throughout the land, he did spread stories about this singular man who could walk unharmed through flames.

Word got around to Fluttering Butterfly, once a student of Withered Leaf.  He was asked:  “Have you ever heard of people who can walk through fire?”

Fluttering Butterfly replied:  “My teacher Withered Leaf once said that if someone were in perfect harmony with the elements around him, he will not be harmed by them.  Such a person would be able to merge with the rocks and walk through fire.  He would be able to fly in the air or live in the water.”

“Are you in such harmony?”

“I am unable to do this because I cannot empty my mind and throw away my knowledge.  I only know enough about it to speak of it.”

“Would Withered Leaf be able to do it?”

“Yes, it is possible for him, but he has no desire for such powers.  It is better to unite with the elements within you than to have external powers over the elements.  When you cease to make the division between ‘inward’ and ‘outward’, then you will understand what I mean.”

AH-SO AND THE SORCERER

Once there was a sorcerer who could foretell the future.  He could take one look at someone’s facial features and he would be able to tell whether this person would live or die, be lucky or unlucky.  He could tell precisely an individual’s age, day of birth, and day of death.

Needless to say, not many were interested in knowing negative things that were about to overcome them, so they stayed away from him.  Ah-So, however, was fascinated with this sorcerer’s abilities and welcomed his company.

Ah-So was rather taken by the sorcerer’s power, so he went to his teacher, Fluttering Butterfly, and said:  “In the past, I had thought you mastered the mysteries of heaven and earth, but now I’ve found someone who has more power.”

Fluttering Butterfly walked around the room with a book on his head.  “But you have only scratched the surface of my teachings.  I have not even begun to show you the underlying nature of things, and now you think you have understood the mysteries of the universe, which are stars within stars within stars!  If you interact with people with only superficial knowledge, you will become entirely predictable.  By being predictable, you will never break out of your usual routines and you will be hopelessly lost in illusion!  Bring this sorcerer to me and let us see what happens.”

The following day, Ah-So brought the sorcerer to see Fluttering Butterfly.  Respectfully, Ah-So waited outside.  When the sorcerer came out, he said to Ah-So in a grave tone:  “I have bad news for you.  Your master is about to die very soon.  At the most he will have ten days left.  His ending will be very abrupt and painful.  You should see his face.  It is like the ash of dung-fires and he is as immobile as a corpse.”

Distressed and weeping, Ah-So went in to see how his teacher was doing.  He related what the sorcerer had said.

Fluttering Butterleaf said, “It is just as I thought.  I happened to show him the dominance of yin over yang, of inertia over activity.  My body was absolutely rigid and my breath was dormant.  Therefore, he perceived me as dying.”

The next day, Ah-So got the sorcerer to come again to see the Fluffing Butterwing.  This time the sorcerer had good news for Ah-So as he left:  “Congratulations!  Your master is getting much better.  He is lucky to have met me.  I now see signs of life in him.  He will live to be a hundred!”

Ah-So related this to Fluttering Winglife who smiled and said:  “Now I have shown him the dominance of yang over yin.  The primordial breath had just awakened in me.  I cannot name it or describe it.  It was rising from my heels to fill my body.  Therefore, he saw me returning to life.  Let us have him over again tomorrow.”

When the sorcerer saw Withered Butterwing again, he said to Ah-So:  “I can’t get a grip on him anymore!  Your teacher is constantly changing all the time!  One minute, he looks dead; the next moment, he is like a newborn babe.  One minute, he is beast; another minute, he is human.  Then he looks like something quite alien!  I will have to come back when he is more stable.”

Buttering Flutterfly then remarked to Ah-So:  “It was then that I showed him the copulation of yin and yang.  He was seeing the process of creation and dissolution simultaneously.  He saw the flux and change of things ever unfolding.  Streams, rivers, waterfalls, springs, lakes, rapids, eddies, vortices are all different manifestations of water but eventually they all flow into deep pools.  There are nine pools and I have shown him three.  Tell him to come again.”

This time, the sorcerer had barely walked into his place when he came running frantically out.  “Stop him!” said Flutterfly Butterwing.  Ah-So ran after him but was not quick enough.  He returned to report to his teacher his failure to catch the man.

Flutterbutter Wing then said:  “What I just showed him was what it was like before I came into the world.  No shape had I, nor form, nor sound, nor smell.  I drifted in and out of things.  I could not be grasped or examined.  He had never seen such a thing before, so he got scared and ran.”

The sorcerer was never found in the land again, doing his future-telling tricks.  Word has it he is a sheep farmer in the high mountains.  There is always a haunted look in his eyes as though there were something hidden beneath the surface of things.

From that time on, Ah-So realized how shallow his intellectual learning was.  He was indeed far from understanding the way of heaven and earth.  He returned to his home and did not leave his house for three years.  He cooked for his wife and did the housework.  He took care of the pigs and was kind to everyone and everything.  He distanced himself from worldly matters and freed himself from the entanglement of truths and lies.  He was no longer a fine carved sculpture of jade but an unhewn block of the most common wood.  In the midst of the muddy world, he remained true to himself.  In simplicity and stillness, he spent the rest of his life.

THE FEAR OF AH-SO

Ah-So was on his way to the Magical Kingdom of Gee when he decided to turn back, seemingly for no good reason at all.  On the road, he met a former associate, Ho-Hum, who asked him, “You were going to Gee.  So what made you turn back?”

“Because I am afraid,” spoke Ah-So.

“What is there to be afraid of?  It is a wonderful day to be in Gee!”

“Well, you see, I ate at ten inns and five of them served me before they served anyone else.  It is as though they were expecting me.”

Ho-Hum stifled a yawn.  “So what is the problem with that?  You should be happy to be showered with so much respect.”

Ah-So looked behind him to make sure no one was following.  “It occurred to me that my ego was getting the better of me and I was commanding some sort of respect.  I must be making people think I am an important man and I am not sure that I like this.  Thus the innkeepers were giving me preferential treatment.  If this goes on, I will be in trouble.  I would rather keep myself in the shadows, you see.”

“Why, do you have some kind of secret?”

“No, it is nothing of the sort,” Ah-So laughed.  “What I know is quite obvious to the person who observes the world carefully.  Innkeepers do not make a lot of money, you see, and certainly have little to say in politics.  If people with so little to gain make a big deal out of me, then I would really be in trouble when company managers and politicians come after me for advice.  I am afraid to be on such a pedestal.  Should I rise to be so ‘important’ to people of the land, I would surely lose all creative insight I have!”

“Good observation,” spoke Ho-Hum who looked like he was going to drop asleep on the spot.  “But surely you must know that if you do not go to Gee, other people will not let you off the hook quite so easily.”

Ah-So never made it to Gee.  Instead, he chose a quiet place in the rural pasture lands to settle down, making cows and goats his company.  Not long afterward, Ho-Hum came by to see how he was doing.  Noting that many people were already visiting him at the time, Ho-Hum stood outside, leaned on his walking stick, and yawned.  Then he left without a word.

Ah-So was informed that his friend had dropped by.  He ran quickly to catch up with him and said:  “Since you have come, why don’t you come in and give me advice about this?”

Ho-Hum yawned.  “I have nothing to say.  I told you that people would not let you go so easily.  You cannot shake what is destined for you.  People come to you not because you are capable of allowing them to respect you, but because you cannot prevent them from doing do.  You displayed your fine wit and depth of creative intelligence.  Now people come, hoping it will rub off on them somehow.  You know that neither you nor these people really benefit from this, but you go through with it anyway.  They flatter you while you tell them what they like to hear, then they walk away feeling better.  This kind of mutual patronizing makes no one enlightened.  

“It is better that you confronted them with their deepest fears and led them to face what those fears are telling them.  Then perhaps you would get somewhere.  And in the end, facing one’s worst fears, one discovers there is really only emptiness – which will lead you to float endlessly through timeless space.”

LAZY BOY TEACHES ACHOO

Achoo was Lazy Boy’s student.  When he heard that Lazy Boy was journeying westward to the land of Chin, he caught up with his teacher on the road just outside the town of Golden Waters.

Lazy Boy looked at Achoo.  Then he looked up at the clouds passing in the sky.  Then he observed a toe on his calloused feet.  He looked at the distant horizon and sighed like the autumn wind passing through leafless trees.  “I once thought you could be taught.  But now I know you cannot learn.”

When Achoo heard this, he was quite perplexed.  But he kept to himself about it.  He followed Lazy Boy to the inn and attended his master.  He gave him presents and attended to his grooming.  He waited patiently while his teacher cleaned up.  When he saw that Lazy Boy had made himself comfortable, he crawled on his hands and knees to his teacher.  He then proceeded to whine like a dog begging for a spare crumb from the master’s table.  

Respectfully, he said:  “A while back there, you said that I was unteachable.  Seeing that you were on your way to town, I did not want to delay you by asking for an explanation.  Now that you have some time, I would like to find out what I have done wrong.”

Lazy Boy said,  “You are arrogant and haughty.  You have no respect for anything.  No wonder no one wants your company.”

Achoo humbly asked for instruction.  Lazy Boy remarked:  “A person with true humility does not make such a show of it like you do.  A person with true virtue does not arrogantly consider himself virtuous.  Someone who is enlightened does not appear to be enlightened.  A perfect person is utterly imperfect.  It is only then that you can transcend this world and yet be a part of it.”

Achoo took this advice to heart.  He made it a part of his daily actions.

When he first arrived at the inn, the innkeeper would greet him respectfully every day.  The innkeeper’s wife was afraid she did not serve him well.  The other customers sat at a respectful distance and dared not say a word that may offend him.  Wasn’t he the disciple of the great teacher?

But now as time passed, he was joking freely with the innkeeper about the quality of the meat.  He was flirting with the servant girls.  He spoke freely of business and politics.  He asked people where they were coming from and tuned into where they were coming from.  People sat freely at his table and felt free to be themselves with him.  

He did these actions with perfect detachment, so he was engaged, yet disengaged.  He began to consider all people as akin to himself.  By not trying to be anything special, he found a release from his previous stance.  Now he wandered freely in the world, giving gladly of himself.

WHAT IS THERE TO APPEARANCES?

While traveling to the Kingdom of Dung, Achoo stayed at an inn.  The innkeeper had two wives, one pretty and one ugly.  When Achoo saw that the innkeeper loved the ugly woman more than the pretty one, he was surprised.  He asked the innkeeper why he did so, since most people would prefer the pretty one.

The innkeeper replied with a laugh:  “Well, you see, that beautiful one only thinks she’s beautiful, but let me tell you she’s a can of worms inside.  She’s always demanding this or demanding that, getting on my case about one thing or another.  It’s obvious to me she doesn’t care for me one hoot, and she’s only in it for the money.  If she found someone richer, she’d probably leave me in a minute.  

“The ‘ugly’ one has a rare internal beauty.  She is very affectionate and caring.  If I were to lose all I have, she would still remain absolutely accepting.  She is a good person and keeps the affairs of the house in order, whereas the lovely one won’t lift a finger.  And let me tell you she is quite skilled in bed, whereas that other one just lies there and expects me to do everything.”

Achoo took this as a lesson that if you are true to yourself, and do everything with a good conscience, everyone will see the virtue in you, whether you are beautiful or ugly, whether you are rich or poor.

WHAT ARE APPEARANCES?

When we observe things of the world…

We often assume that when two things appear alike on the outside…

They must also be similar on the inside.  

The wise one knows appearances cannot tell us about the inner essence.  

Someone may appear in every respect a human…

Yet not have the intelligence of a human within.  

Perhaps it is a robot or a human-like alien.  

A being may appear quite unlike a human…

Yet have a human-like intelligence.  

There are computers that can beat humans at chess…

The dolphins have a complex language of high-pitched squeaks.

We tend to be attracted to people or things that resemble us…

We distance ourselves from people or things that don’t.

We feel ok with a person who is about five or six feet tall…

Yet we call one who is eight or three feet tall a freak.

We fear a strange-appearing animal in the wilderness…

Yet there are many animals with an intuitive intelligence…

Who can speak to one another without words.  

And there are humans far more savage than the most ferocious animals.

There are subtle forms…

Whom only the gifted can see…

Their form is ever changing…

And appear as odd hybrids of animals…

Or kaleidoscopic geometric forms…

They may appear like intertwining snakes…

Or vast spheres of shining light.

These beings have an intelligence far beyond humans…

And are the source of our creativity and intelligence…

These provide the ideas that promote the evolution of human society.

THE LANGUAGE OF ANIMALS

When the Philosopher-King defended his country from invaders, he had an army of tigers, bears, wolves, and leopards.  Eagles, falcons, and hawks carried his banners.  It was said that the Emperor Yo could call animals to his side with flute and chimes.    

We call our dog or cat and they come to us.  They hear our thoughts more than the words we are making with our mouths.  Those who know can communicate in this language.  Try sitting by a still pond sometime.  The animals will gradually come to you.  By sitting still, they will realize your intentions are peaceful.  If you listen very carefully, you will ‘hear’ their communication to you.

Animals are not that different from humans, though their appearance is radically different.  They know how to take care of themselves, they mate, they care for their young, they avoid danger, and they seek warmth and shelter.  When they travel, the strong ones protect the young.  Some scout for water, some break the trail, and others watch for danger.  Is this not what the average human does?

In ancient days when we still lived in the woods, animals and humans lived peacefully together.  Humans did not harm animals, living on roots, fruits, and nuts instead.  The animals were not afraid of people.  But when agriculture was invented and people appointed rulers to watch over them.  Animals began to fear people because they were then hunted for pleasure and meat.  In turn, predators became very ferocious and turned on the humans.  Now we rarely see animals in their natural environment because they have learned to hide from us.

In a land far to the east, there are people who still talk to domesticated animals and understand them.  Only the sages and certain primitives know the nonverbal language of all animals.  They can summon them and give them instructions.  These sages can also speak with monsters and spirits of the starry world of dreams.

Those who know can even penetrate to the essence of non-living things.  Even the rocks and the wind have their own stories.  There is an all-pervading consciousness that all things share.  To know this consciousness is to know the entire universe.

SOFTNESS AND HARDNESS,

YIELDING AND RESISTING

Many are the ways of the starry realm…

There are twists and turns on this planet that people find puzzling.  

Sheer strength does not always win…

Softness is often a more effective strategy.

If you attempt to force someone to change his mind…

You probably will not succeed.  

If you accommodate the other’s point of view…

You will be more likely to win him over.

If you routinely attempt to overcome strength with strength…

It is likely you will meet someone who is stronger than you.

Yielding is a safer strategy...

Eventually your opponent will collapse.  

If you are competitive…

You will lose.

By being unconcerned about winning or losing…

You live your life skipping through the high grasses…

Chasing butterflies hither and thither.

Strength is complemented by softness.

If you resist too much…

You will snap like the hard branch in winter’s winds.  

The person of true strength knows just when to use strength…

And when to yield.  

Lazy Poo once said:  “If a branch is too rigid, it will break.  If it is too soft, it will unable to hold up its burden.  Resist, and you will perish.  Know how to yield, and you will survive.  Yield too much, and you will buckle under the harassments of life.  Wise is the one who knows the fine balance.”

THE STORY OF THE HIGH EXECUTIVE

A high executive was once only interested in hiring those who were strong and brave.  They were exceedingly cynical and had hard masks to protect the soft core of their inner personality.  This executive believed that the only way his company could succeed was to be exceedingly competitive and be forceful at all times.

One day, a wandering philosopher happened to visit this executive.  The executive was in a bad mood that day.  The value of his company stocks were dropping.  He constantly scowled and paced around.  He saw the philosopher and said, “I am only interested in hearing about strength and the courage to invest in new goods.  If you are going to talk to me about fluttering butterflies and moderation and going easy on my employees, I do not want to hear about it!”

The philosopher said, “If I had a strategy that will guarantee that your company will succeed beyond your wildest dreams, would you thus be interested?”

“Of course I would like to hear about it!  Especially if it will induce more people to invest in my company!”

“If another company sells more products than yours, it will not do you good.  If a group of environmentalists induced consumers to boycott your products because of the damage you do to the land, water, and air, you would be further humiliated and the value of your stocks would go down accordingly.  If employees become angry with you and never stay for long, think of the expense of finding and training new employees!  If your products become inferior because of your attempts to cut manufacturing costs, it is certainly going to do you no good for no one to buy your products!  A better strategy would be one in which such events never occur.”

The executive reluctantly agreed.

The philosopher continued:  “Now, if people do not dare to speak out against you, there is no guarantee that they will not wish to harm you.  A far superior strategy will be one in which people will not wish to cause you harm at all.”

The executive nodded thoughtfully.

“But just because people do not want to harm you does not necessarily mean they will truly respect or love you.  Let’s suppose you had a strategy that could get them to love and respect you, so that your concerns were their concerns.  Let us say you pay heed to the feedback of your consumers, the people of the land, your investors, and your employees, and yield the policy of your company accordingly.  Let us say you openly invite competing companies to join yours instead of fighting them.  Would this strategy be far better than mere competitiveness and forcing your products upon others?”

“This is truly what I have been seeking for!” spoke the executive at last.

The philosopher went on:  “Withered Leaf and Lazy Poo were not executives.  They were not interested in being leaders and never held any political office.  Nevertheless, people respect them.  Though they stayed out of the spotlight, they shone with a light within – which made people stop and pay heed to their words.  You have considerable political and capitalistic power.  If you were to watch over your affairs with concern for the needs of others, you could achieve greatness akin to Withered Leaf and Lazy Poo.”

The executive was at a loss for words.

Seeing that he had accomplished his aim, the philosopher left quickly.  The executive immediately proceeded to listen to the needs of the land, his employees, his consumers, his investors, and other companies.  He integrated these like a stream following the twists and turns of the valley.  The goods he produced were made accordingly.  People regarded him highly for this and took joy in working in his company.  His products were made to last a lifetime and consumers valued his products.  Other companies saw it in their interest to merge with his.  His company was conscientious not to harm the land while making the products.  His company gained a great reputation and investors saw his company as a worthy investment with a high yield.

He was later to become the Philosopher-King. 

INTRODUCTION TO KING MOO OF CHEW

Certain dreams are so real that upon waking…

We experience a period of disorientation.  

We wonder if what happened was not more real…

Than our day-to-day reality.

The dream world is from the world of starry lights.  

Dreams speak in pictures and symbols.  

They can indicate the way things are going.  

The way to understand the meaning of dreams is not with the logical mind.

Things are not so permanent and solid as they appear to be.

What may seem reasonable today would be ludicrous tomorrow.  

Thoughts that have obsessed us one time may seem silly later.

In this way, our waking life is like a dream.

If nothing is permanent, why become attached to success and failure?  

Ultimately no one will remember what we did after we die.  

The works of the most famous ones will not be recollected in a million years…

Few people really understand those from hundreds of years ago.  

Why drive ourselves so hard for riches we can’t take with us after we die?

We spend our lives trying to be immensely wealthy…

Then are unable to enjoy it in our latter years when our bodies are falling apart.  Why put so much importance on love and loss of love…

When in the end everyone is going to die?  

There are no guarantees of permanency anywhere.  

Life is a short journey through space and time.  

Why get caught up in social convention, peer approval, and useless worries?

All that happens to you…

All your trials and tribulations…

All your successes and failures…

Are but a passing dream…

And death is an awakening from the long night.

When King Moo traveled in the realm of the spirit, everything there felt quite real and ‘solid’ to him.  Many things happened and it was as if he had experienced lifetimes of experiences through strange and beautiful worlds.

When he returned to the world we know, he discovered that all that occurred to him happened in a split second.  His clock had not moved an instant.  He wondered:  Is the realm of spirit real or is it just a fleeting thought?

At times, it snows in summer and it thunders in winter.   

This “real” world is just a fleeting thought.  

Our reality is far more malleable than we conceive it to be.  

If our concepts change to a great enough degree…

We can make things fall upwards.

If we can let ourselves go, unbounded by worldly concerns…

We will not worry during the day or dream about our problems at night.  

When there is no ego with its limited concerns, there are no dreams.  

There is only endless peaceful conscious space. 

Seeing through the illusions of self and the world will allow us to understand the nature of happiness and sorrow.  There is a story of the rich man who was king of his business during the day.  All came at his beck and call.  All were afraid of him because he had so much power.  Then when he rested at night, he dreamed he was a slave being beaten down every day.  

Meanwhile one of the man’s slaves, who lived an absolutely miserable and poverty-stricken life under the rich man, would dream at night of being a king at night, with all the slaves he might wish for to attend to him.  

Does either truly have more or less than the other?

If we are going to be miserable in our waking lives or in our dreams, then we would do well to be like the man who lost his memory and forgot all his worries.  The root of all pain is not the pain itself but the memory of the pain.  We re-live that pain over and over again in our memory.  We worry incessantly how we can reshape our life to avoid future pain.  

Who is more fortunate, the one who loses his memory and is free of his pain – or the one who retains his memories and woes?

The attitude we have of things…

Defines the nature of the reality we experience.  

We create our happiness and our sorrows…

Building towers of heaven and hell brick by brick.

Why not knock down our monuments of pain once and for all?

THE DREAM OF KING MOO OF CHEW

King Moo of Chew was visited by a peculiar fellow from the Lands of the Distant West.  This man was a sorcerer who could walk through fire and water, penetrate stone and metal, fly through air, and move mountains and rivers.  King Moo was rather impressed with such abilities and treated him like a god, though the sorcerer insisted his abilities were nothing special.  “Just takes the right tool for the right job…  All a matter of logic and practical knowledge,” insisted he.  King Moo provided the magician with the finest foods in his kingdom, built a luxurious palace for him, and provided him with the most talented and beautiful courtesans.

The sorcerer did not think much of such gifts.  He found the palace somewhat uncomfortable and stifling; he would prefer the infinite blue skies above.  The food was overdone with spices and rather fattening.  The courtesans laid too much on at once and were overwhelming to his senses; he would had preferred more subtle entertainments.  

Seeing that his guest was not satisfied, King Moo built another palace grander than the one before.  He used the best wood and stone from his magnificent kingdom and employed the best craftspeople to design and built it.  This palace was a tower that reached far up to the clouds and had a view of the most scenic mountains and valleys in the land.  King Moo called it the Tower in the Middle of the Sky.  This tower was only 100 feet high.

He also gathered together the most beautiful and gentle young women in his kingdom.  He provided them with the best jewelry and silks, sprinkled them with the most fragrant perfumes, instructed them in the finest arts of lovemaking, and then sent them to attend to the needs of the sorcerer.  He called together his most talented musicians to perform the most enchanting themes of music to haunt the soul.  He constantly offered his guest expensive garments and each day served his fantastic delicacies.

The sorcerer was not particularly impressed.  In the lands where he had come from there were inventions that would enable people to fly in the air and speak to one another instantly though they were separated by a thousand miles.  He had devices that would provide him with instant pleasures far surpassing those the king provided.  And in his land, people built towers as high as mountains all throughout the land.  Nevertheless, seeing that the king of this backward country had done his best, he reluctantly accepted the gifts.

Not long afterward, the sorcerer invited King Moo of Chew to travel with him to this fabled country of the West.  He took the King into a metal bird and they flew high into the sea over the oceans.  King Moo had no idea there were so much oceans between the lands.  After several hours, King Moo found himself in the sorcerer’s country.  He found indeed that the buildings were high as the sky and made his own finest palaces appear to be mere sheds.  People traveled instantly to get from one place to another.  They could watch stories unfolding in little boxes.  Food was instantly cooked in boxes.  People talked in tubes to talk to someone else immediately who was thousands of miles away.  Higher than the clouds they flew in metal birds.  The most luxurious foods were provided from all over the world to even the poorest people in this land.  The people were wise and sophisticated.  By comparison with all this, his own land appeared to be but a paltry little hovel.

King Moo remarked to himself, “I have never seen anything quite like this!  I shouldn’t mind hanging around here for ten or twenty years.”  His musing was interrupted by the sorcerer who took him to another realm.  

“Here try this,” said the sorcerer.  “You haven’t seen anything yet!”  And he put a small pill under King Moo’s tongue.

This time, King Moo was unable to see either sun or moon, mountains or seas.  Everywhere he looked, the light was so dazzling that all he could see was a kaleidoscope of colors that made him dizzy.  The sounds he heard were eerie and strange.  Soon his senses were disoriented.  His body was shaking and his mind was a blur.  His insides felt queasy and he thought he was going to get sick.  He quickly asked the sorcerer to get him out of there or he would go crazy.

“Not yet, the time has not come.  Though time has come to a standstill, you must be patient.”

Then King Moo was aware of all the denizens of heaven at once singing a wonderful enchanting chorus.  He looked out over a land of enlightened beings peacefully looking within.  Everywhere there were inscribed profound patterns of a cosmic significance.  All beings here looked as though as at the peak of bliss.

Then the picture shifted again.

There was no longer any King Moo nor any Land of Chew.  There was no civilization at a higher level of technological development.  There were no blazing colors.  There was no heavenly land of bliss.  All was a dark and profound emptiness.  Then in the midst of the emptiness a bright light broke out.  It spread across the expanses and become the galaxies of the universe.

When King Moo opened his eyes, he found himself sitting on his chair as if he had never left.  The wine was yet unfinished in his cup, and the food was still warm.  His attendants were still standing in the same position as before.  When he asked them what had happened, his attendants replied that he had merely sat in his chair and closed his eyes briefly.  King Moo was so shocked by this that it took him three months to recover from the whole experience.

Finally, he ventured to ask the sorcerer what had really happened.  His distinguished guest replied:  “You and I traveled on a journey of the spirit, which is really what this all this is.  This is why your body never moved and time did not pass.  You experienced whole worlds unknown to you while you were sitting in your own palace.  Is there really any difference between the places you visited and the one you called home?  You were shocked and disoriented because you are comfortable with this ho-hum realm of what you like to feel is permanent, and you are obviously nervous with things you feel are transient.  Your reactions are the result of your mind playing tricks on you.  Who can tell when and how fast one’s situations change into others – and which is real and which is not?”

King Moo decided to retire from politics.  He took disguise as a mere beggar and went on a grand tour of his kingdom.  From the beggar’s eyes, he saw a whole new perspective how people disliked the high emperors and wanted to pull them down.  He traveled to foreign lands and learned the strange customs of others.  He realized his own country’s customs were not the only ones, and were considered quite odd by others.  In one of the places he visited, the tribal chief offered his blood of snow geese as a drink and washed his feet with cow and goat milk.

He climbed to the top of the Yellow Mountains and glimpsed the habitat of the Philosopher-King.  He left a stone at the memorial for future generations to remember this mighty ruler.

Next, he visited the Mother Empress of the Snowy Hills.  She recognized him as her kind and gave him a banquet in his honor and entertained him with song and dance.  Moo sang a duet with this Mother Empress.  There was a sadness in the song, a sadness that all things must come to an end.

As the sun began to travel on its wintry journey to the dark lands, King Moo realized he had traveled over ten thousand miles.  He sighed.  He realized that he must find the wisdom he has gathered and use it for the benefit of his country.  He returned to the land of Chew and showed them there are better ways to live than having banquets and building high palaces.  Perhaps in that emptiness before the light appeared – there is the answer.  Though he knew he would probably be considered a fool, he tried anyway.

King Moo of Chew was not by any means a divine man.  But he lived his life fully and let go of his body when his time was up.  He was regarded by the people of the land as a god who went up to heaven. 

LEARNING THE ARCANE ARTS

Icky Poo went to learn the secrets of the arcane arts from the great sage Fluttering Butterfly.  Though he spent three years with him, his teacher would only play games with the children in the streets and gossip about politics in the marketplace.  Icky Poo was wondering just what this odd fellow had to teach him.  Finally, he announced he was ready to go, that he had been wasting his time.  Fluttering Butterfly smiled and took him down to a stream.

“Look into this stream” he said,  “I have learned many things from looking at streams.”  They spent the whole day watching the various currents and eddies in the stream.  It had a pleasant sound to it.  Sometimes a fish hopped out to catch a stray fly.

After the sun had gone on its long journey to the west, Fluttering Butterfly spoke:  

“When my teacher Lazy Poo left for the western lands…

He told me that the life and breath of heaven and earth…

The shape of all things are really illusions.  

“When the positive and negative energies merge…

Things come into existence…

This is creation.  

“When the energies fall apart…  

They disappear into emptiness…

This is destruction.  

“When energies are synthesized…

Into a new form that had not been there before…

It is transformation.  

“There is a precise mathematics of change which we call the ‘arcane’.

“The principles of creation, dissolution, and transformation are profound…

They not easily understood.  

If we simply latch onto the superficial aspects of change…

We will only be playing with illusions…

Whatever we manipulate will not have lasting effects.  

“Only when you have penetrated the mathematics of transformation…

Only when you become one with the change…

Will you be qualified to learn the arcane arts.  

“You will not be able to transform the universe or any of its parts…

Until you have become the universe.  

But when you have become the totality of the universe…

Will you still want to change it?”

Icky Poo thanked his teacher and returned to home.  For three months, he pondered on what Fluttering Butterfly said.  He spent every day gazing into a stream.  He felt the sense of solidity of his mind and body dissolve away – like salt in the Great Ocean.  As he achieved this, he became the wind, the clouds in the sky, the stars in the heavens.  He became the animal stalking in the dark, the terrified prey on the run.

In such a state, he was able to appear and disappear at will.  Nobody knew where he was or even if he ever had been.  He could turn winter into summer and summer into winter.  He could make leaves fall in spring and flowers burst forth in autumn – and do it so thoroughly that the people of the land took it for granted this was the natural way the seasons behaved.  He could make running animals fly and flying animals run.  People did not think anything magical was going on because he could transform their memories and perceptions of the way things were supposed to be.

As he became more and more of the universe, however, he realized that all things had a basic unity.  This unity could never be changed.  Its outward manifestation could be transformed, of course, but the emptiness within was always there as a constant.  As he merged into this basic emptiness behind the mask of things, he lost interest in changing things.  

He finally arrived at a point where he could start the universe all over and repopulate it with new sentient creatures who would be far superior in ethical expertise than our own kind.  But what difference would it make when the emptiness swallowed it all up again?  It would be far more interesting to allow things to unfold naturally.

He did not bother to reveal these things to anyone, because no one would understand it anyway.  He disguised himself as a humble street sweeper and lived in a one-room hut.  But, because of his knowledge, he was far richer than anyone in the universe – for he was the universe.

Ah-So has remarked:  

“Those who are adept at the arcane arts do not reveal them casually.  

They hide it so well that what they do appears ordinary.  

No one would know…

They have the ability to transform people’s memories and perceptions of things.

“Transform the memory and perception of a thing…

And you have transformed the thing itself.

All things are memories and perceptions in our minds.  

Even future events are anticipations of things remembered.  

“Observe what is unfolding without filing memories about it…

Go beyond your concepts of what it is…

Do not anticipate more of it…

Thus you will see the basic emptiness of things.”

DREAMS

Episodes in our waking life can be classified into eight categories and experiences in our dream life can be divided into six.  Our life on this earthly sphere is affected by these different kinds of experiences.  Our waking life is a more “solid” seeming dream -- whereas the dream life is more fleeting and harder to grasp to the waking consciousness.

The eight episodes of our waking life are:  

Events in which we are passive victims or participants

Actions in which we take part as an active perpetuator

Episodes which cause us happiness

Episodes which cause us sorrow

Life of ourselves or others

Death of ourselves or others

Gain of some desired object or quality

Loss of some desired object or quality

The six experiences of our dream life are:  

Normal dreams with nothing significant

Dreams that warn us of something to come

Dreams that result from excessive thinking

Dreams that are instructive

Happy dreams of something nice

Nightmares.  

Various dream states are experienced when our minds are restless.  Otherwise we drift in a void of peaceful emptiness.  The wise ones do not dream and spend their time of sleeping in this state.

If we do not recognize when shifts come in our consciousness and why they occur, we are generally confused.  If we know the cause and effect of things, then we are prepared and will not be excited or afraid.  When we know this, we will begin to have dreams with direction.

The rise and fall of energy in our bodies follow the flow of energy in the inner and outer realms.  When there is too much inertia (yin), we will tend to dream about drowning in deep waters.  When there is too much hyperactivity (yang), we will tend to dream about hot fires and experience the threat of being burned.  When we are hungry, we will dream about begging for food or raiding the cupboards.  When filled, we will dream about great feasts.  Those who are ill with a burning fever will dream that their bodies are light and floating.  Those who are ill with a shivering cold will dream they are immersed in icy waters.  Sleep with your belt around you, and you will dream you are suffocated by a snake.  If your stomach is upset when you sleep, you will dream of squirming worms crawling around in your tummy.  Sleep with flashing lights all around you and you will dream of fireflies spinning around you.  People who go to sleep depressed will dream of killing themselves.  People who go to sleep happy will dream of flying lightly without bodies.  If you need to pee but don’t want to go in the bed, you will dream of trying to find a place to pee, but you keep getting distracted at the last moment.  If you are sexually aroused, you will dream of having sex with someone.

As you become more spiritually developed, the character of your dreams will change.  You will dream of angels and demons.  You will dream of archetypal figures who point to you the next stage in the path.  Your dreams will have a continuity from night to night they lacked before.  Guides will speak to you of what you must do next.  You will dream of special symbols with profound meaning and you will see bright lights which will draw you like a moth towards the flame.

When the mind is restless, we will tend to dream more.  What aroused the body during the day will appear in our dreams at night.  This is a way the mind and body communicate with one another.  

People whose minds are empty of thoughts and whose bodies are not aroused by things of the world will not be disturbed by dreams during the night.  Such people are fully awake in their waking life and fully restful in their sleep.  Because they are so deeply rested, they do not need as much sleep as others.  They often lay awake gazing at stars passing in the heavens.  The true sages are not attached to their thoughts and actions during the day, so they do not dream at night.

Far away there is a world that does not receive the breath of yin and yang.  There are no changes in the seasons nor does day change into night.  The sun never moves in the sky and it is always high above.  There is neither good nor evil.  Opposites are irrelevant in this world.  The people do not work or eat or wear clothes.  Most of the time people are in a state of suspended animation.  They only come to every great once in a while; the times are unpredictable.  In the brief time they are seemingly awake, they feel they are having some kind of dream.  What we call dreams is very real to them.

There is another world that is in the middle of the road.  The world stretches north and south of a great river; it is bounded by mountains to the east and west; and it extends over ten thousand miles.  This world is in the middle of the universe, it receives the energies of yang and yin equally.  The seasons differ quite distinctively and night regularly follows day.  Opposites such as good and evil, male and female, darkness and light are in equal proportion.  Some people in this country are intelligent and some are dull.  Some are talented and some are ordinary.  In this world, the people have an organized society, know how to cultivate the land, and are ruled by a leader.  They are also skilled in a variety of activities.  The people in this world believe that what they experience in waking life is absolutely real and what they experience in dreams is unreal.  They pay no attention to their dreams, dismissing them as garbage the brain produces at night.

There is yet another world where it is always blazingly hot.  The suns never set and there is one always high in the sky.  There is always day and there is never night.  Battered by the heat, this world does not support crops.  The people look like lizards and feed on insects and a kind of stunted cacti that grows there.  They do not know how to build things or make fire.  They are a fierce and violent species.  The strong ones conquer the weak ones and have them for dinner.  They value force over virtue.  Because there is never any night, they are active all the time and never sleep.

Another world has no sun and no moon.  It is cast out in the starry void of night.  It is utterly cold there and there are mountains of ice.  The people there remain stone still and feed on subtle energies from the stars.  They do not move or grow.  They are constantly in a state of deep sleep where they rarely dream.  If they dream at all, it is of cultivating star-flowers.  They do not know the waking state at all and the sleeping state is utterly real to them and their dreams are like visions of heaven.

Are events in our waking life more real than dreams?  To people who are asleep all the time, dreams are more real than waking life.  However, to those who divide their time equally between waking and sleeping, experiences in their waking life are real, and events in dreams are unreal.  And yet, to those who do not know what it means to sleep, it does not make sense to talk about a difference between waking and dreaming.  What then is the difference between waking and dreaming? 

To the wise ones, they are different versions of the same thing.  Those who know are aware of a pure consciousness – with no happenings or actions.  This pure consciousness is always there.  It is the emptiness behind the thoughts, the feelings, the actions.  To such ones, questions of whether a happening is a dream or real are utterly irrelevant.

THE BALANCE OF DREAMS AND REALITY

A certain wealthy woman in the country of Chew had a magic touch in managing her prodigious business.  Under her supervision, her real estate and oversea investments yielded huge returns.  However, she was very cruel to her workers.  She drove them mercilessly, forcing them to work 50 or 60 hours a week.  She gave them no time off, no vacations, and no benefits.

There was an old janitor who emptied her wastebaskets and cleaned her bathrooms.  He had worked all his life in her offices and felt utterly unappreciated.  She would constantly drag him hither and thither to clean some obscure spot visible only to herself.  She constantly threatened to fire him if he didn’t work harder.  This frightened him considerably for there were no other jobs in the land since she owned practically everything.  He had lost both strength and stamina and was barely able to push the broom down the halls any more.  He was often ill, had extremely painful arthritis, and he was allergic to the dust which caused him to cough all the time.  Despite this, she had no compassion for the poor old man.  She punished him for being lazy by decreasing his pay and drove him to work harder and harder.

The poor man was so miserable that he groaned all day while he worked.  Tired in both body and mind, he would go to his paltry shelter, and collapse on his pallet.  He would fall into a deep sleep at night.  As he lost consciousness, he began to have dreams that gave him mercy from his day-to-day life.  

He dreamed that he owned all the businesses in a prosperous land.  He had millions of workers at his beck and call.  He lived in a luxurious mansion and had vacation homes all over the world.  He had his choice of call girls and could have any luxury he desired.  Everywhere he went, he was widely acclaimed to be utterly famous and the people practically worshipped him.  All this made him happy beyond imagination.  But then, alas, he would wake up the next morning to undergo another day of utter misery.

When his friends and fellow workers comforted him, seeing how destitute he was, the old janitor replied:  “It is really not that bad.  Although I suffer during the day, I enjoy myself at night when I am the top executive of the land.  This more than makes up for my miserable existence.”

The wealthy businesswoman would be utterly worn out at the end of each day.  She lived a life of terrible stress trying to maintain her wealth and become even richer.  Every night she tossed and turned, finding it very difficult to fall asleep, worrying about whether the value of her estate and investments would drop.  

If she managed to fall asleep at all, she would have terrible nightmares of being a slave bonded to a cruel master.  She would be forced to do the foulest tasks like cleaning out hundreds of toilets and she would be forced to work long and hard hours for a measly bowl of gruel at the end of the day and a bed of itchy straw in a barn with the livestock.  Though she felt worked to the point of collapsing, she was driven mercilessly.  She was beaten and punished for every possible fault whether she did it or not.  She suffered miserably in her dreams and finally got relief when she woke up.  She was afraid to fall asleep because of this and when she got to another long day of work, she was barely able to function because she was so tired.

Thus, every day the two played out the role of mistress and slave.  Then when night came, they exchanged roles.  Years went on like this.  The woman became very miserable.  She finally sought the help of a professional counselor.  He explained it to her like this:

“You have a huge fortune and a respected name in the world of business.  Thus your social standing is far above the ordinary person’s.  Therefore, when you dream that you are at the bottom of the social ladder, it is quite normal.  These things have a way of balancing out.  Your greatest fears have a way of manifesting in your dreams.  You cannot alter the message of your dreams.  You cannot have things go your way in both worlds.  Your dreams are telling you to get off your pedestal and be kind to those around you.”

The businesswoman thought about the counselor’s words.  She came to realize that she was pushing things to an extreme.  By making herself too fortunate and her workers too miserable, she made herself miserable in the dream world.  She turned over a new leaf.  From then on, she treated her workers with compassion, allowed them more time off, gave them more of a share of the wealth she stole from the land, and expressed her appreciation for their efforts.  She ceased to drive herself as hard in the process.  She smiled more and scowled less.  Everyone felt better about working for her.

She also began to sleep better at night.  No longer did she have nightmares of being tortured by a cruel master; instead she had happy dreams of singing and dancing with her workers.  The old janitor was finally allowed to retire with full benefits.  He began to have dreams of being a regular person in the land.  

The world of dreams and the world of waking came thus to a balance.

WHAT IS REAL AND WHAT IS UNREAL?

A woodcutter who was gathering firewood in the wilderness came upon a deer.  He shot it with his bow and arrow, then hid it in a hollow so he could return and retrieve it later.  He was rather pleased with his luck, for deer were somewhat scarce that time of the year.  He was very happy thinking about all the steaks he would have to supplement his meager diet of nuts and wild herbs.  However, when he returned the next day to seek out the deer, he could not recollect where he had put it.  He looked around for hours but could not find it.  Finally he concluded that perhaps he had fallen asleep in the wilderness and had dreamed the whole thing.

As he walked home, he kept muttering to himself about this odd dream.  A passerby happened to overhear the woodcutter talking to himself which included some information about the spot where this deer could be hidden.  He then sought out this place to see if he may find this deer for himself.

He searched carefully in the area the woodcutter had described.  He finally succeeded in finding the deer in a hollow covered by branches.  Amazed at his good fortune, the man took the deer home and said to his wife:  “Today I met a man who dreamed he had killed a deer but had forgotten where he hid it.  So I went and looked around the place where he said he had killed the animal and actually found it in a hollow.  Isn’t that incredible that such a dream can actually be real?”

His wife was skeptical.  She replied:  “I think it is likely that you dreamed the whole thing.  You found a deer and then you fell asleep somewhere and dreamed that you met a woodcutter who was talking to himself about killing one.”

Her husband said:  “Well, one way or the other, it doesn’t really matter whether I dreamed this or whether the woodcutter dreamed it.  In any case, I found a deer and now we have a good supply of food.”

Meanwhile when the woodcutter got home, he was still bothered about whether he had killed the deer or not.  He couldn’t figure out whether his mind was playing tricks on him or not.  That night he had a dream that he had indeed killed the deer, placed it in the hollow he remembered, and covered it with branches.  Furthermore, he dreamed that someone who he passed on the way home had gone to this hiding place and took away his deer.  He dreamed the location of the house and the conversation the lucky man had with his wife.

That next morning, he went straight to the house he saw in his dream and found the deer hanging from a branch in a tree in the yard, just as he remembered it in his dream.  He started to cut the deer off the tree, when the other man came out and demanded to know what he was doing.  He argued that by rights since he killed the deer, he should have it.  The other man argued that since he had dreamed it up, it was not real, thus he was entitled to it.  Finally, they took this matter to the local court.

The local magistrate listened to both men’s claims and said:  “This is a most peculiar matter.  One of you are saying that you killed the deer and then insist that it was a dream.  Next you are saying it is real and not a dream.  Which is it to be?

“Now the other one of you is saying he found a deer that the other is saying he dreamed he killed, but your wife is insisting that you dreamed the whole thing up – and the woodcutter and his dream never existed.  All I myself can see here is a deer and two people contesting that they are entitled to the deer.  This is too confusing for me.  I judge thus that the deer be equally divided up between the two of you since you both dreamed it up.”

Later this matter got around to the leader of the land.  Reacting to this strange incident, he asked his minister:  “How odd!  Do you suppose now the magistrate will dream about dividing the deer between the two contestants?  Or perhaps we are dreaming this whole thing ourselves?”

His minister replied:  “It is not possible for me to tell you whether this thing is real or dreamed.  Only such sages as the Philosopher-King or Withered Leaf can tell the difference between waking and dreaming.  But since they have left behind the world of solid matter, we have no way of discerning what is dreamed or not.  I would probably go along with the magistrate’s decision.  But it is said the waking world is but a dream within a dream, so who knows which is what?”

THE MAN WHO LOST HIS MEMORY

There was once a man who suddenly lost his memory in middle age.  If you gave him something in the morning, he would forget about it by evening.  If you asked him about something in the evening, he would forget it the next day.  In the street he would cross the road then forget to walk all the way.  At home he would start sitting down then forget what he was doing, winding up standing hunched over.  He would forget about what happened yesterday and tomorrow he would not remember what happened today.  Often he would walk into some other house in the neighborhood, thinking it was his own.  Or he would mistake some other woman for his wife.  

His family was very concerned about this loss of his memory.  You just couldn’t have someone going around walking into other people’s houses or mistaking other people for his loved ones.  They implored a doctor to find a cure for this peculiar madness, but the doctor explained that it was terminal brain damage which would only get worse.  In desperation they sought out a religious healer, but try as she would, there was no herb or incantation that would bring his memory back.  A psychiatrist insisted that the memories were still there and the man had a shock that made him forget everything.  But hours of therapy did no good.

Finally a sage was sought out who might help this befuddled man.  The family begged the wise man to cure him.  The philosopher explained:  “This is not the kind of malady which can be cured by medicine, witchcraft, or psychiatry.  I will have to use some special method to work on his mind.  First, however, we will have to do some tests.”

The philosopher told the man to take off his clothes.  Afterwards he expressed a desire to be dressed again, for it was not normal in that society to go undressed.  Then he starved the man.  After awhile, he wanted to be fed again.  He locked him in a dark room, and he wanted to get out.  Seeing the man’s reactions, the sage was encouraged and told the family that there was hope for him after all.  However, he would have to use a secret method that was handed down through many generations.  Thus they cannot stay and watch, and must come back in seven days.  They can be reassured that he will be thus cured.

For seven days, the philosopher was secluded with the man without memory.  It has never gotten out just what he did with the man to bring back his memory, for it is a secret, you see, and secrets do not get printed in these pages.  But, in any case, when the man’s family returned to take him home, they were delighted to find that he was completely cured.

It turned out that the return of his memory was not altogether a good thing.  For one thing, he was constantly irritable and angry.  He did not like the memories he had, for he had many grudges against people.  He told his wife to get out of his life, beat up his sons and daughters, got drunk constantly, and was so angry about having his memories again, he threatened to go shoot the philosopher.  When the police arrested him for disrupting the peace, they questioned his motives, for they could not understand why such a previously peaceful man would turn so mean and angry.  He explained:  

“When I was without my memory, I was carefree and happy.  I slept so peacefully and had utterly no worries when I woke up.  I didn’t have a thing on my mind and I was a free man.  Now I have my memory back, and I am utterly miserable.  Now, with great sadness, I look back on the fortunes and misfortunes, the gains and losses, the joys and sorrows of my life.  I am overwhelmed by this, because now I am able to compare where I am today with where I was yesterday.  Because of this ability, I see more of the same coming tomorrow, and next year, and the rest of my damned life!  It is as if I awoke from a good dream into a nightmare.  Now I will never be able to go back to the happy times I had when my memories of my wretched existence were gone!”

This incident got around to Withered Leaf and Fluttering Butterfly.  Fluttering Butterfly remarked:  “How odd it is that one’s memories can cause so much pain!”

Withered Leaf replied:  “Memories are the yarn which one spins into the coat of misery one wears.  Unravel the threads of memory and you will be free!”

WHO IS CONFUSED?

Once there was a man who had a very precocious son.  He was brilliant and learned fast.  He was especially brilliant with numbers and music, and could outperform the greatest mathematicians and musicians in the land by the time he was ten years old.  However, as he grew into puberty, he appeared to have some kind of odd mental illness.  When he heard laughter, he thought it was weeping, and cried when people told jokes.  When he smelled sweet fragrances, they smelled noxious to him, and he held his nose when he was near flowers or incense.  However, the smells of manure in the barn were quite pleasant to him.  When he saw black, he said it was white, and night was like day to him.  When he did something mean to someone, he thought he was doing something nice for them.  It appeared he was utterly confused and did things contrary to what was expected.

His father was rather worried about this problem of his son.  He did not want a son who was mentally ill because it was rather embarrassing.  He asked friends for help.  One man advised the father that there was a wise man in the Land of Loo who could probably help him, though it would be a hefty price.  Thus he took his son with all the money he had on the long journey to Loo.

On the way, on a high and dusty road, he bumped into Lazy Poo.  He described his son’s problem to this astute sage.

Lazy Poo replied:  “What makes you so sure your son is mentally disturbed and confused?  Many folks these days find it hard to discern the difference between right and wrong, true and false.  Even I have days like that, believe you me.  It all depends on which side of the fence you are looking at it from.  There are even more people who are quite mentally unbalanced about gain and loss.  Your son is certainly not the only person who has this problem.

“Anyway, you shouldn’t worry, just because one person in the batch is confused, doesn’t necessarily mean the whole family is confused.  Don’t worry about whether your genes are bad.  Or even if the whole family is confused, it shouldn’t affect the whole town.  If a whole town is going bonkers, it shouldn’t affect the whole country.  Or if the whole country has a little trouble telling the difference between opposites, it doesn’t mean the whole world will turned upside down.  And even if it were, so what?  Look at it this way.  If the whole world were confused, then it shouldn’t matter, because there’s no one to tell anyone they are confused, right?

“Let us suppose everyone were just like your son – but you are the only one who is different.  Who would have things mixed up:  you, or your son and the rest of the world.  Who in the world could claim to be absolutely clear about right and wrong, black and white, true and false, and happiness and sorrow?  If everyone else saw things upside down and you saw things right side up, then who has got it right, you or them?  Surely you would be the oddity, and everyone would be trying to straighten you out.

“You know, I’m not even sure whether I am confused or not when I tell you these things.  And those supposedly wise folks over in Loo are even more confused.  So how can such confused people clear up someone else’s confusion?  I think you should just save your money and take your son home.” 

THE MAN WHO GOT UPSET OVER NOTHING

There was once a man who was born in the country of Yin, but spent his childhood far away from there in the land of Chew.  In his elderly years, he had a longing to see this homeland once more before he made his journey to the World Beyond.  He remembered having an extremely pleasant childhood in this land.  His homesickness was so great he decided he would return there to spend his final days.  He was a bit elderly and found it difficult to move as well as he once did.  His memory was often faulty and he tended to get lost.  A few of his friends thought it would be best to escort him.

As he journeyed toward this country of birth, he passed through a strange country full of high mountains and rushing streams.  It was utterly beautiful and had lots of high temples perched upon precarious cliffs.  Seeing his fascination, his companions snickered among themselves and played a trick on him.  One of them said, “Look, we have arrived at last!  Here is your hometown!  Isn’t it beautiful?”  The old man became silent and thoughtful.  He wondered why it seemed so familiar to him.

They passed one of the temples on the road.  “See, this is your neighborhood temple which you attended as a child.”  The old man sighed wistfully.

They took him to an abandoned house at the end of a dead-end street.  “Here is the home of your ancestors.”  The poor man broke down in tears.  He did remember this house once long ago; it looked so much like the one in his dreams.

He was led to a group of tombstones.  “This is where your ancestors are buried.”  The man wept loudly and bitterly realizing he would never get to speak to them again.

At this stage, the old man was in such a state of grief, the friends decided to end the joke.  They told him it was all just a trick, that they were still yet far away from his homeland.

The old homesick fellow was very embarrassed about such an intense emotional outburst, especially since it wasn’t really what he thought it was.  He kept to himself the rest of the way.

When he finally reached what was truly his hometown in the land of Chew, he toured around to see his ancestral home and the family tombs.  Oddly, he was not particularly wistful nor did he feel as bad as he thought he might.  Indeed, his homesickness seemed a bit silly and overdone to him.  After seeing all this, he felt he had seen what he needed to and decided to return back with his friends.

THE NATURE OF THE SAGE

What is the sage?

Can the sage be measured?

Does the fact that a sage is known, respected, worshipped by many…

Make a sage enlightened?

Do fascinating miracles or extraordinary feats of endurance mean anything?

The sage is untouched by standards of the world…

He creates his own.

The sage is like a god and yet utterly human.

The sage hides his knowledge and wisdom…

Going about as an ordinary person.

Enlightened ones rarely speak …

They do not reveal their abilities and accomplishments casually…

They can appear rather slow and dim-witted…

They conceal themselves behind a wooden expression.

They see fully with their ears…

They touch with their eyes…

They see with their skin…

Their senses are quite vibrant…

The blue of the sky, the scent of a dandelion…

Is as alive to them as a newborn child.

They often behave in ways that are crazy and inconsistent…

They shake people away from routine perceptions…

Or they are not noticed at all…

They may be as hum-drum as the local street sweeper.

People are hypnotized by fame, fortune, approval, and greed…

Highly do they regard the media stars, the politicians, the top executives…

Those who try to lead them out of their confusion…

Are disregarded, derided, locked up, tortured, killed.

The wise sages keep to themselves… 

Revealing what they know…

Only to those who truly desire to know the nature of things.

WHAT IS TRUE HAPPINESS AND CONTENTMENT?

Withered Leaf had retired from the ways of the world.  He had been through a lot and he was very sad and despondent.  None of his associates or students could cheer him up.  It was not like him to behave quite this way, for in the past, he had seemed so happy and cheerful with life.  Nobody could figure out what was going on, so someone set out to grab a favorite student of his, Fluttering Butterfly.

Fluttering Butterfly came into the house of Withered Leaf, playing on a lute made of leaves and singing songs of clouds in the blue sky.  From head to toe, he was decked in multicolored flowers and wore mushrooms for shoes.  Withered Leaf just continued to look grumpy and sad, as though he wanted to do away with himself right then and there.  He was shocked that Fluttering Butterfly would take his misery so lightly.  “Just what gives you the right to be so happy with yourself these days?”

“Teacher, what makes you so depressed on a wondrous day like this?” countered Fluttering Butterfly.  “Look out there…  The squirrels chase themselves silly in circles while the birds build nests!”

“So what?  While you play around, people die without knowledge of the truth and fools pile up gold!”

“But, it was you, sire, who once taught me long ago to accept life and be contented with the Great Cycle.  Having faith in the process is the route to true happiness.  How deeply have I kept these words in my heart.  Now I am always satisfied and happy.”

Withered Leaf was rather shocked by these words.  “I am not sure that I taught you that.  You must have misunderstood me.  Perhaps I was a different person in times once long ago.  The Wheel of Life has turned to a different position and my understanding of the meaning of happiness has been revised.”

Withered Leaf looked at Fluttering Butterfly with such intensity that he felt he might melt to the ground like butter.  “You only know to accept life and accept the way things are is happiness.  You do not understand this may sometimes bring sorrow.  You believe that you will be contented and happy if you are not attracted by fame and fortune, nor worried about life and death, nor disturbed by changes in your surroundings.  You believe that if you defy the conventions of society and wear silly clothes and the such that this is the way to truth.  My own understanding goes deeper than that.  Let me tell you some of my experiences.  Perhaps then you will understand what it means to be truly happy and contented.

“Once upon a time, I was young and I resolved that I would offer my services to this society and enable it to evolve.  I studied the words of philosophers, pondered the messages of the literary artists, became skilled in the art of communication, and cultivated myself with music and poetry.  By doing these things, I hoped I would lead others with my example, become an advisor to the leaders of this country, and help people live a better life.  What a great idealist I was in those days!  I thought it would be so simple to get people to see the light of reason, stop their silly bickering, and cooperate together to make a better world.

“After I had completed my studies, I took note of the way things were in the actual world.  It was nowhere near as perfect as my utopian ideals.  The country was pulled apart hither and thither with special interests.  The courts paid heed to the ones with more money.  Politicians struggled for power, and intrigues and betrayals were the norm.

“Nowadays, no one is interested in hearing about a world where all share alike, where there is no hate or war, where all people are happy and live in harmony with nature.  In this society, people place more importance on business advantage than friendship.  Relationships have become shallow, and everyone is bending to social and peer pressure to get approval or to get ahead.  Though they may mouth platitudes, no one is truly interested in the sort of transformation it would take to get this pitiful species to evolve.  It looks likely that we will probably use up all the natural resources that sustain us or kill ourselves off with massive instruments of warfare.  They are all like lemmings rushing head-on over a cliff.  And no one cares beyond their immediate personal interests!

“How naïve I was in thinking I could turn this around!  Now I know that no one can change the government or society by becoming better educated.  Nor have I found a way to solve the problems of the world.  When you lose your ideals and visions, you become very embittered.  You realize that simply accepting life on your personal level does not necessarily make you happy.”

Fluttering Butterfly was utterly crestfallen by this confession of his teacher.  He had never heard him talk so frankly about his life and experiences.  He continued to listen attentively.

Withered Leaf went on:  “To be truly happy and contented, you must let go of your ideas of what it means to be happy and contented.  When you really understand there is nothing to be happy or sad about, it is then you will know contentment.  When you have reached this state of mind, you will know it does not matter what methods will or will not change society.  In fact, whether or not you have an impact on society is not important.”

Fluttering Butterfly finally spoke up:  “According to what you say, the solution is to be aware of the pains of the world, to work with all one’s strength to transform it, and yet be utterly detached by the results!  What a wonderful paradox!”

“Exactly!  Now go from my presence and play your part in the Great Pattern.  Pass this on to future generations.”

SEEING WITH EARS AND HEARING WITH EYES

Once there was a visitor from the country of Silver Falls who was visiting the country of Loo.  She ran into a certain acquaintance she had known from long ago.  When the two women had exchanged hugs, the acquaintance mentioned that in the country of Loo, there happened to be a rather well-known sage.

The woman of Silver Falls caught on:  “I take it you are referring to the one known as Withered Leaf?”

“This is correct.  How did you guess?”

“Withered Leaf is highly regarded in many lands where I have traveled.  But, tell me, just what gives this man the right to such high regard?”

“I have heard students say this teacher can empty his mind and make his body intelligent.”

“This is a truly amazing thing.  But we have a sage in the country of Silver Falls, a student of Lazy Poo.  He has surpassed his student in many ways.  For one thing, he can see with his ears and hear with his eyes.  He can touch with his tongue and taste what he feels.  He can feel with his brain and think with his heart.”

The other woman was stumped.  She had never heard of anyone with such abilities.  She spread the word all over the country of Loo.  Everyone was blabbering about the one who could hear with his eyes and see with his ears.  He was said to be able to walk in the sky and merge his brains with the bowels of the earth.

The Great Sire of Loo heard about all this and was greatly impressed.  He sent a personal invitation to this peculiar fellow to invite him to be his guest.

When he arrived, the Great Sire humbly inquired:  “It is said that you can see with your ears and see with your eyes.  Is this true?”

The fellow smiled amiably and replied:  “Sire, there has been considerable gossip in your Land of Loo.  It is not quite true that I can literally make my ears see and my eyes hear.  But I can see and hear in the emptiness of the great wastes using neither my eyes or ears.”

“This is even more than I expected.  Perhaps you would be so kind as to explain how you do it?”

“It is actually quite simple.  My body is in harmony with my mind, and my mind is in harmony with my energies.  My energies follow my spirit, and my spirit is in tune with everything around it.  Therefore, my senses are constantly acute and unwavering.  Though my ears be clogged, I can hear the faintest sound, even the ones out of range of ordinary hearing.  I can hear the voices of deepest silence.  Though my eyes be closed, I can see the slightest movement, and can see vibrations of light humans do not usually see.  I can see the sparkling lights of the starry void.  Nothing escapes my awareness, whether it is far away or right in front of me.  I am unable to discern whether I perceive it with my senses, experience it with my body, or just know it in my guts.  Let us say it is just a natural feel for the way of things.  Humans used to know how to do this, but then they learned to see differences between inside and outside, and consequently lost the ability.”

The Great Sire was astounded and delighted.  “Then if one is still and silent, one loses the ability to discern the differences between things.  However, one gains an ability to see the most subtle changes in the universe.”

“You are beginning to see.  Let us try an experiment.”  He led the Sire over to a stone wall.  “Now touch this wall with your eyes closed.  Tell me if you can perceive a difference between the palm of your hand and the wall.  Pay very close attention to your sensations rather than to what you have been taught.”

To his amazement, the Great Sire could not.  At first, the sensations of his hand and his fingers seemed separate from the cold stone wall, then he could not tell them apart from one another.  Where one began and ended could not be noticed.  It was like merging two bowls of water into a larger bowl; the differences between the two blended into one.  The mysterious fellow said nothing, for that was what expressed it.

The Great Sire saw the meaninglessness of all that he previously valued.  He walked out of his castle and wandered to the end of the world.

WHO IS A SAGE?

A priest from the Land of Silvery Lakes came to visit Withered Leaf.  He always asked questions in a rather straightforward and blunt way.  At his initial encounter with Withered Leaf, he challenged:  “Is it true that you are a sage?  And how can you prove thus?”

Withered Leaf smiled and twirled a long lock of grey hair.  “Never have I dared to claim to be thus.  I am only one who has studied much and read widely.  Such does not necessarily make one a sage.”

“Then were the Three Scientists sages?”

“The Three Scientists knew how to use their courage to think and intelligence.  Whether they were sages or not, I cannot say.”

“What about the Five Authors?”

“The Five Authors knew how to write with integrity.  Were they sages I do not know.”

“How about the Three Inventors.  Were they sages?”

“The Three Inventors knew how to use the right materials at the right time.  It is not for me to say whether they were sages or not.”

The priest was beginning to get impatient.  “Then, tell me, Oh Learned One, just who do you think is a sage?”

Withered Leaf was not one to be hurried.  Sitting on a grey rock, he gazed at the growing of a flower while the priest calmed down.  Finally he replied:  

“Far away in the West Country is a person…

This one does not speak about the art of government…

Yet his country is orderly and peaceful.  

He makes no promises, but he is trusted by all.  

He does not use force, so everything runs smoothly.  

He does not try to create, yet discoveries sprout up like spring flowers.  

He does not try to invent, yet the right ideas arise at the attuned time.  

He does not seek knowledge, yet he knows everything there is.  

His heart is open and his actions are spontaneous.  

Those with him do not know what to call him…

For he does not make himself obvious.  

This may be one who is a sage, but no one can ever know.”

When the priest heard this, he was not satisfied.  He crept away thinking that Withered Leaf was playing some kind of joke on him.

Does it truly matter if someone is recognized as a sage or not? 

If you are truly honest, sincere, and empathic towards others…

Do you need others to recognize these qualities?  

It is better to be free of recognition…

Which is only a burden which will bring you down.  

Then your soul will be free to fly in the heights and depths of infinity.

WHAT IS WISDOM?

One day Fluttering Butterfly was chatting with Withered Leaf.  They came to the subject of discussing the merits of each student.  Each student had their virtues and weaknesses.  Fluttering Butterfly asked:  “What do you think of Thorny Rose?”

“Thorny Rose is very kind and gentle; his compassion far surpasses that of my own.”  

“Then what do you think of Solid Rock?”

“Solid Rock is much better than I am at debating and presenting arguments.”

“How about Fiery Tiger?”

“Fiery Tiger is one I cannot not match for courage.”

“What about the progress of Snow Bear?”

“Snow Bear can certainly hold his dignity better than I can.”

Fluttering Butterfly was somewhat surprised by such observations.  “If these students all surpass you in one quality or another, then what are they doing with you?” 

Withered Leaf looked at a caterpillar spinning its cocoon.  “Thorny Rose is compassionate, but he is stubborn and inflexible.  Solid Rock can be very persuasive, but he does not know when to stop talking.  Fiery Tiger can be courageous, but does not know tolerance.  Snow Bear can be dignified, but does not know how to be harmonious with others.  No, I would not exchange their merits for my own, even if they were offered.  This is why they all come to learn from me. 

“An excess of a virtue can become its opposite.  

A person with an excess of feelings…

Needs to develop intelligence.  

A person with an excess of intelligence…

Needs to develop feelings.  

To develop such wholeness is the way to wisdom.

“Wisdom is not competence in one skill or many skills.  

It is the ability to recognize the weakness of our strengths…

And the strength of our weaknesses.

All persons have hidden potentials.  

The wise teacher sees these potentials…

Like the tree latent in the seed.”

THE MAN WITH A WOODEN FACE

After Ah-So had completed his studies with the immortal Withered Leaf and the sage Fluttering Butterfly, he settled down in a rather bohemian side of town noted for its artists and slackers.   Needless to say, he was besieged by visitors and hopeful students from the nearby universities and colleges.

Ah-So welcomed their company, from the wealthiest to the poorest, and enjoyed talking to them all, especially those who were considered a bit mad by the common population.  At all hours, they discussed the beginning and ending of the world.

Next door to Ah-So lived a man by the name of Wooden Face, a somewhat withdrawn and stony man.  In the many years that they were neighbors, Ah-So and this enigmatic man never bothered to greet each other.  If they passed one another in the hall, Wooden Face would walk by as if Ah-So were not there.  His friends and visitors usually came to the conclusion they had had a neighborly row about one thing or another, and thus were enemies.

If someone asked Ah-So about this neighbor, Ah-So replied:  

“His face is full, but his mind is empty.  

He hears nothing…

So he is not distracted.  

He sees nothing…

So he is not attracted.  

He says nothing…

So he never argues.  

His mind is still…

So nothing bothers him.  

His body is not aroused…

So he is like a blank wall.  

Where he is…

He cannot be reached.”

Ah-So decided to visit this neighbor, for such an oddity attracted him.  With friends and students in the background, Ah-So banged on the door.  When there was no answer, he just walked in.  He found Wooden Face sitting there like a plastic manikin.  True to his name, his face was as expressionless as a block of wood.  His eyes were blank and his body was motionless.  Indeed, he was not someone one could talk to.  Ah-So tried, but could not get through to him.

While everyone stood around helplessly not knowing what to do, suddenly this enigma flashed into life and glaring at the students, remarked:  “All of you are arrogant and competitive!  Though you preach peace, you are in reality advocates of war!  Now get back to your little intellectual cubbyholes!  Contemplate your navels and leave me alone!”  The startled crowd quickly excused themselves and left.

Startled, when they got back to Ah-So’s habitation, they asked what that was all about.

Ah-So replied:  

“There are ones who see intention

Without speech, they communicate.  

Without words, they transmit knowledge.  

They say it all by saying no thing.

“The enlightened one can sense the truth… 

Without the need to think it out.  

To such a one, reason is needlessly slow.  

This is knowing no thing and yet knowing all.

“Wooden Face appears as if he does not see, does not hear, and does not know.  

In reality, he sees all, hears all, and knows all.  

Without traveling around the world…

He goes everywhere.

Without researching in libraries…

He has all the information he needs.  

Without special electronic devices…

He is tuned into the network.  

There is no separation…

Between seeing and not seeing… 

Between hearing and not hearing… 

Between acting and not acting… 

Between knowing and not knowing.  

In the silence of this mind…

There is the roar of universes being created and destroyed.”

THE ART OF WANDERING AND SEEING

Ah-So loved to wander over the wide world and see.  When Withered Leaf once asked him why he found this activity so enjoyable, he said:  “Many people travel to look at the beauty and wonder of other places, to compare their experience with what they have seen in pictures or from descriptions others have given of it.  They see the world as if they were looking at a fierce tiger in a zoo.  It has lost its true ferocity in such an environment.  

“I, on the other hand, take delight in watching how things change, as they alter from moment to moment, from year to year.  Others see things as if frozen in sculpture whereas I see changes like the various currents in water.”

Withered Leaf remarked:  “You believe that you are different from other travelers, but actually you are not.  They are fascinated by sights and sounds, and you are entranced by the process of changing.  Both of you are hypnotized by what is outside of you rather than what you experience inside.  

“People who are attracted by the external world are endlessly seeking for something new and wonderful which will satisfy their senses.  Only those who look into themselves will find ultimate satisfaction.  They do not need to travel.”

After this conversation, Ah-So quit his wandering because he was afraid he had misunderstood what the meaning of this activity is.  Noting his bewilderment, Fluttering Butterfly, a previous student of Withered Leaf, accosted him one day and remarked:

“Travel is such a wonderful experience!  You should do more of it!  It is especially beneficial when you forget that you are traveling.  When you are focusing on trying to enjoy the experience, you are no longer enjoying the experience.  When you travel without such concerns, you will truly be in the moment of whatever you see and do.  It is then that you truly see and are no longer trying to see.  

“Those who look into themselves when they travel do not think about what they see.  There is no longer a wall between the seer and the seen.  Experience everything with the totality of the being which sustains you.  Be so that every blade of grass, every mountain, every lake is utterly alive and a part of your self.  When you see no difference between you and what you experience, this is the ultimate experience of wandering.”

THE STRANGE ILLNESS OF DEEP BREATH

There was a time when Deep Breath was discussing with a friend, a psychologist, who claimed he was particularly adept at curing peculiar illnesses of the mind.  Deep Breath found this difficult to believe, so he challenged his friend:  “I have a very strange illness.  If you can cure me of this, then I will certainly agree that you are the best doctor around.”

The psychologist did not seem flustered.  “I do not usually work with friends, because of the personal bond between us.  But please describe this to me.  Perhaps I can at least reach some initial diagnosis and refer you to a colleague who would be appropriate for you.”

“Then, listen carefully,” replied Deep Breath.  “This is how it is.  When I am praised, I do not feel pride.  When others speak badly about me, I do not feel disgraced.  When I gain something, I am not happy.  When I lose something, I am not sad.  Life and death, riches and poverty, fortune and misfortune are the same to me.  I see people as self-seeking pigs and I can see myself in them.  I see people as fallen angels on earth and I see myself in them.  When I am at home, I feel I am wandering around.  When I am in my own country, I feel like I am among foreigners.  When I am among foreigners, I feel like I am in my homeland.  I feel like an alien in my own species.  I feel like all species on this planet.  I do not belong anywhere and yet I belong everywhere.  What am I?”  

“Since I got this strange illness, I have lost all interest in becoming rich and famous.  I do not care about titles, land, and renown.  Rules and regulations seem utterly arbitrary to me.  I don’t care whether I follow conventions or not.  The rise and fall of governments and politicians are not my concern.  I am not affected by the emotions of people around me.  Because of this illness, I am not able to function.  I can no longer serve society, manage business, or maintain relationships.  So can you help me?”

The psychologist nodded.  “I have heard things like this before.  Your illness is not as strange as you think.  There are many like you, who have lost their sense of meaning in life.”  The psychologist examined Deep Breath in the light and carefully looked him up and down.  He continued:

“Yes, it is as I thought…  I can see that your heart is empty and you are indeed close to being a sage.  Six out of seven cavities in your heart are completely open.  Yet one of them remains shut.  Because of this blockage, you consider your blessing a curse, and you call your illumination an illness.  If your illness is seeing your wisdom as a kind of mental illness, then my skills are inadequate to heal you.  Nor would I advise you go to other doctors of the mind, who would only attempt to program you to monkey the actions of common people and would likely give you pills to counteract your anxieties.”

ALTERING ONE’S RESPONSE TO THINGS

When one of Achoo’s friends died, Achoo went to the funeral laughing and singing.  He dressed in a silly costume and wore a funny hat.  Rather than show signs of mourning, he danced around the grave, gleefully tossing dirt in.

When one of Achoo’s enemies died, Achoo would go to the funeral showing signs of great remorse.  He would weep bitterly and hug the corpse of the dead man.

Ordinary people are happy about birth and sad about death.  

Ordinary people are sad about the passing away of friends…

Pleased at the passing away of enemies.  

There are some whose reactions are unpredictable…

Like the winds of the South tangling with the winds of the North…

The reactions of these are opposite to those of ordinary people.

To one whose life was lived to the fullest…

This one finds no grief.

To one whose life was filled with evil doings…

This one finds great pain.

React opposite of what you would normally do…

Be repelled by what you find nice…

And attracted to what you find repulsive…

Then you will go beyond both of these…

To see things as they are.

ACCEPTING THE NATURAL COURSE OF THINGS

The eye that is losing its sight…

Is extremely sharp in making out details.

The ear that is becoming deaf…

Is very sensitive to sound.

When one sense dies…

Other senses become extraordinarily acute.

When the mind loses its sharpness..

One becomes sensitive to awareness itself.

All that is left is a primal emptiness.

People who begin to weaken…

Push themselves to the limit to survive.  

They stick tubes in their bodies to pump vital fluids in and out.  

They have machines to keep their hearts beating and their lungs breathing.  

People losing their minds…

Become argumentative and rigid in their thinking.  

They will take pills to keep their brains functioning, their memories intact.  

They are unable to admit that it is all coming to an end…

They show off what little strength they have left to cover up their weakness.  

They seduce and dominate as many as possible to display their waning vigor.

Enlightened persons accept the natural course of things.  

They do not force their bodies to display strength they do not have…

They do not try to be more clever than anyone else.  

Knowing there are changes that cannot be fought…

They accept the process of the waning stages of life.  

They embrace life and accept death.  

They embrace the emptiness with open arms.  

They see the darkness and hear the silence.

WHO IS SUPPORTING WHOM?

In the section of town where Ah-So lived and taught, there were many highly regarded philosophers.  In another part of the town, on the east side, there lived many skilled civil servants and those who dabbled in politics.

A student of Ah-So, La-La Land, happened to be wandering through the eastern quarter one day in search of a good cut of fish.  He ran into Seething Serpent, highly regarded as a legislator and a respected official.  Seething Serpent and his consorts were always talking about how to solve the political problems of the time.  The philosophers, on the other hand, had little to do with politics, regarding the subject as illusory creations of the mind.  

When Seething Serpent saw La-La Land, he whispered to his consorts:  “Watch me make this one dance in circles.”  

Seething Serpent accosted La-La Land and inquired:  “Do you know the difference between supporting yourself and being supported by others?  Undoubtedly, you don’t.  You probably thrive on government funding to sit in your castles of academia while you discuss the beginning and ending of the world.  Such people as yourselves who never lift a finger to support themselves are no better than dogs or pigs.  In this society, only those who contribute real wealth to society can hope to rise and receive true acclaim.  Those who sit around and receive a check each month are like favored pets.”

La-La Land was at a loss to respond, for these were not sweet words.  He paced around in circles while attempting to think of a reply.  Finally he said:  “There are certain people with special skills.  Some are experts in carpentry and ceramics.  Others know much about troubleshooting mechanical devices and circuit boards.  

“Then there are more subtle needs of people which must be met.  There are very talented musicians, writers, and artists who provide entertainment and inspiration.  Some are good at strategies.  Some can guide people through religious rituals and ceremonies, and others have delved deep into the occult.  And there are philosophers for those who question the basic nature of things.

“Despite such expertise in various fields, none of these are very good leaders.  Such people can do their own tasks very well, but cannot tell others what to do with what they produce, how to move things around, how to get people to work in coordination.  There are some people who are good at organization and thus become bureaucrats and administrators.  

“So now we have the following situation:  The ones who are actually skilled in concrete tasks are told what to do by the bureaucrats and administrators, while the administrators and bureaucrats, who are useless in anything else and have no skills, are employed by citizens who work.  Yet you take for yourselves a far higher pay than these others.  

“So just who is supporting who here?  Who are you to set yourself up as an administrator?  It is possible that we could operate just as well without you.  Who would you call upon to fix your house, a carpenter or an administrator?  You have convinced people that they need a leader.  Do they?  Perhaps it is the administrators and the bureaucrats who are the leeches and thieves in this society.”

Seething Serpent could not think of how to reply.  He turned to his consorts, equally nonplussed, and walked away.

WHAT IS STRENGTH?

The Grey Earl was reputed to be one of the strongest men in the kingdom.  When the king had heard of this, he was quite impressed.  He sent a gift and an invitation to the Grey Earl to give a demonstration of this reputed strength in the king’s court.

The king was rather taken back when the Grey Earl actually arrived.  The man who stood before him was not a heavy and muscular man, as one would think, but he was a thin and scrawny fellow, all skin and bones.  The king wondered if he had invited the right person.  Such a skinny one would surely not have the strength to lift a fly.  He frowned and said:  “Really, how strong are you?”

The Grey Earl replied with great confidence:  “I am strong enough to break the legs of a grasshopper and snap the wings of an insect.  I can also cause tidal waves by blowing on the water.”

The king was annoyed to no end.  What kind of joke had been played upon him here?  This man was either a fraud or trying to pass off a witty remark.  Loudly, the enraged king said:  “I have strong men in my service.  They are capable of ripping off the hide of a rhinoceros with their bare hands.  They can drag nine oxen around by their tails.  They can push boulders the size of houses off the cliff.  And yet I am not satisfied with the strength of such as these.  So what makes you have such wide acclaim that you can only break the wings and legs of insects and cause tidal waves with your breath?”

The Grey Earl sighed and explained:  “My lord, you ask an excellent question.  Asking questions is a sure sign of strength in itself.  Allow me to explain the roots of this.  My teacher Withered Leaf was the strongest man in the world, yet none there were who knew of it.  He never demonstrated this strength, because he had no cause to use it.  Had he desired to do so, he could push mountains into the sea and cause storms to lay waste to the land.  When I saw this strength, I chose to spend my life learning from him.  He told me:

“Most people like to see what they have never seen before or do what has never been done before.  This is rare and hardly ever done.  They wish to plunge right away into tackling challenging conditions.  But they do not have the patience to learn from scratch and this is their downfall.

“If you want to train your powers of seeing, you should start out by observing a spider building a web.  If you want to sharpen your sense of hearing, you start by listening to the drip of water from a faucet.  If you wish to increase your strength, you start by breathing on feathery wisps.

“In such a way, you build your abilities gradually and will not encounter a lot of obstacles while you learn.  The musician who never develops a sense of rhythm will never write symphonies.  Once you have acquired the abilities, no condition will appear difficult.  And since the conditions are not difficult, why would you need to call on your abilities to deal with them?”

“If my reputation for strength is known around the country, then I have not followed my master’s teachings well.  However, I am not famous for my strength because I boast about what I do, but because of the way I use it.  Because I can deal well with what is minute, I can deal with what is magnanimous quite adequately.”

The king removed his crown.  Quite intently, he studied the rays of light coming from the crown jewels.  Then he laughed aloud.

STRANGE ARGUMENTS INDEED

Prince Mu was a most intelligent son in the royal family of Wet.  He constantly consorted with philosophers and scholars, listening acutely to their lectures and debates.  He had no interest in politics and government.  Prince Mu spent much of his time with the sophist Lungfish and enjoyed hearing what this witty philosopher had to say about the nature of the world.

A well-noted scholar made fun of this friendship with Lungfish.  Who would want to associate with a creature half of the sea, half of the land?  When Prince Mu heard about it, he asked, “What is so funny about my being friends with Lungfish?”

The scholar said:  “Everyone in the kingdom knows the oddities of Lungfish.  He has no respect for anyone or anything.  Sharp is his tongue nor does he know how to hold it.  His views are eccentric and extreme, nor does he follow any discernable school of teaching.  There is a wit about him and he uses verbal finesse to confuse others and thus win arguments.

“Although he can successfully argue that white is black, straight is crooked, up is down, inside is outside, you leave scratching your head wondering if he actually won the argument or if he just talked circles around you.  I also find him to be a most shallow and conceited man.  I find it amusing that you grant this fool such respect.”

Prince Mu was not pleased with this negative evaluation of his friend.  He kept moving restlessly from side to side.  Turning his head left, then right, he asked:  “Why do you see Lungfish this way?  Could you give me specific examples instead of such vague generalities?”

“Certainly!  There was a time when Lungfish bumped into Withered Leaf.  He remarked:  

“ ‘There is an archer who can fire arrows in such a way that the tip of the second arrow touches the notch of the first one, and the tip of the third arrow touches the notch of the second.  Thus when the point of the first arrow is lodged in the target, the third arrow is still notched in the bowstring.  Instead of three arrows, there is one long arrow, of which the tip is in the target and the notch is still in the bowstring.

“ ‘Not only that, but this same archer is capable of shooting thus a string of seven curved arrows in a row, all touching one another, spinning round and round in a circle.  True or false?’

“Withered Leaf was in awe of this feat of archery.

“Lungfish went on:  ‘But that is nothing.  Have you heard the one about the archer Ping Pong who was angry with his tax collector.  He took a bow of great power, notched it with the best-crafted arrow, and shot at his eye.  Though it sounds strange, the arrow touched the surface of the eye, but it fell to the ground just prior to contact.  The whole thing happened so fast the tax collector did not have time to blink.  Ping Pong was not bothered by tax collectors again.  Is this mastery in archery or not?’

“Now do these not sound like utter prefabrications to impress the listener?”

And this is what Prince Mu replied:  “Sir, you are a fool not to comprehend the words of a wise one.  The arrows can line up one behind the other making a long arrow because the archer knows the precise moment to let go of the arrow.  It is entirely feasible to make an arrow halt right in front of someone’s eye if you know just how to deploy your strength in such a way that the arrow loses its momentum when it has covered a certain distance.  Such stories I do find very believable.  They do not contradict habits of known nature.  Now if you had told me the arrows suddenly flew upwards into space, never to be seen again, I would had been perplexed.  Lungfish obviously has a deep understanding of the art of archery.”

The scholar was not pleased with Prince Mu’s rebuttal, so he said:  “You are the student and friend of Lungfish.  It is only natural that you should defend him and ignore his faults.  Allow me to tell you more outrageous things about this man.  This one you will find it more difficult to defend.  Once Lungfish said to the King Wu:


A person with a mind cannot know…


If you can point to it, then you cannot reach it…


You can never finish dividing something…


A shadow cannot move…


A single hair can hold up a thousand stones…


A white horse is not a horse…


An orphaned calf has never had a mother.

“As you can observe, all of the above statements are utter twistings of logic.  A person with a mind certainly knows.  I myself can point to that vase over there then walk over to grasp it.  It is quite obvious that if you keep dividing something, sooner or later you will find an indivisible particle.  Our shadows constantly move with ourselves.  I do not believe I have seen a hair capable of holding up even a single stone.  A white horse is obviously a kind of horse.  All animals that are born have some kind of mother, whether the mother remains alive or not.  Your friend is quite stupid and possibly insane.”

Prince Mu was not bothered a bit by such arguments.  His eyes following a swift wisp of cloud, he calmly remarked:  “You only think these statements are outrageous because you do not have the patience to follow the logic behind the logic.  Such statements are to be taken in a metaphorical sense, not literally as you are doing.  The problem is with you, not Lungfish.”

“Allow me to explain the meaning of these statements:

“First, a person with a mind is bound to be filled with conceptions.  Such conceptions prevent him from knowing things directly, so a person with a mind shall never really know.  

“Second, phenomena in the world are so fleeting that the moment you point to them they are gone.  

“Third, division and differentiation are the processes by which things are created.  Since things are emerging and dissolving all the time, you cannot specify the point when this division will stop.  

“Fourth, a shadow is an effect, not a cause.  Therefore, by itself, it cannot move.  Only when there is a cause is there an effect.

“Fifth, a single hair can hold up a thousand stones if you understand the principle of balance.  In balance, you find the perfect synthesis of yang and yin.

“Sixth, a white horse is not altogether the same thing as a horse.  There are many kinds of horses, tall horses, short horses, black horses, white horses, etc.  There are horses that stick to the plains and there are horses that prefer the high country.  There are early horses from millions of years ago and there are horses that will evolve millions of years henceforth.  In fact, each horse is a different species in itself.  It would be a mistake to simply lump all these in the simple category of ‘horses’.  Never confuse an object with its qualities.

“Finally, an orphan calf was not an orphan when it had a mother.  In a similar way, it is impossible for a cow to give birth to an orphan calf, since it must be alive to give birth.

“Thus, Lungfish’s statements are far from being empty and outrageous.  They are words of wisdom to awaken us from limited conceptions.”

The scholar could think of no rejoinder to this.  He left, mumbling to himself.  Later, he was found to be in the company of Lungfish, eagerly conversing with him.

The words of the wise are difficult to accept not because they cannot be understood, but because people do not want to understand them.  Lungfish was an extraordinary sage.  His perceptions and understandings of things were far beyond his time.  This is why his contemporaries dismissed his teachings as wild and eccentric.  Prince Mu understood his wisdom, but that was because Prince Mu had a transcendent insight himself.  It takes one to know one.

KNOWING WHEN TO WITHDRAW

When the CEO Yuba had controlled for fifty years a great corporation that controlled assets all over the world, she was uncertain whether her empire was in order and whether her employees and consumers accepted her as the rightful ruler.  She asked the stockholders and the board of directors, but they had no answer for her.  She inquired of the professors in the universities, but all their statistics and theories had no meaning for her.

Under such circumstances, Yuba had no choice but to disguise herself as a common person of the land and wander about the land.  She pretended to be a secretary on a vacation with a credit card on a shopping spree around the world.  One day, as she wandered about a poverty-stricken town in a Third World country, she heard a group of children singing.  As she got closer, she made out these words:


You fed us and clothed us…


Your laws are our laws…


Without knowing it…


We follow the Way of Heaven.

Yuga was delighted to hear this.  She asked the children, “I am curious.  Where did you hear this song?  You sing it so beautifully!”

“We heard it from a musician who lives in a shack on the edge of town,” they replied.

She got directions to the musician’s residence.  She caught him playing a lovely tune on a flute.  It made her dream of eagles soaring in the high mountains.  When he finished, she told him about the children and asked:  “How did you come by this verse?”

“It is from an old poem that was passed down the generations.  It is even said to have originated with Withered Leaf, but who knows, maybe it has no ultimate origin.”

Yuga returned to her office high in the clouds in the great city where she ruled.  She abdicated her position to an assistant who was greedy for her job.  You can find her now on a street corner singing and dancing for spare change.

When the sage Ah-So heard about this, he said:  “Someone like Yuga who knows how to withdraw when her work is finished is one who understands the way of heaven.  Such a one has no quarrels with the world and whatever she does follows the natural process of things.  There are things that go against the natural way, but the natural way does not go against the order of things.” 

The enlightened person does not need eyes to see the Way.  

The Way cannot be grasped with your senses.  

It cannot be grasped with your thoughts.  

Look for it in front and it will sneak behind you.  

Seek it with good intentions and it is everywhere.  

If one part of you is fighting against the other part of you…

It will never reveal itself.  

You cannot use your intellect to attain it…

But you can’t just be shallow and silly either.  

Only in being who you truly are…

Can the Way be attained.  

Seek what is truly natural for you.  

It will not work if you just make a show of being natural.  

Only in sincere naturalness will the Way be attained.  

No book or person can tell you what this is…

You must find it for yourself.  

UNDERSTANDING THE NATURAL ORDER

Many things in this world as not as strange as we think they are.  Customs and traditions in other cultures and on other worlds may appear unusual at first, but then we become habituated to them and even integrate them into our lives.  Remember, other people in other cultures and of other species may regard us as just as peculiar.  

Even the strangest happenings are not particularly odd.  All things follow a natural order of the universe.  Although people may attempt to go beyond this or twist it around, the fact that they did it is still quite natural – otherwise it would had been impossible for it to happen.  Using the laws of nature, people can acquire incredible skills and perform unbelievable feats.  All it takes is a profound understanding of the nature of things.  To build computers that can calculate faster than us, to go in vehicles far surpassing the speed of the swiftest horse, and to fly to other planets requires a usage of basic laws of nature.  And to the one who understands the basic meaning of evolution, we can direct our own future evolution at a rate incredibly faster than heretofore.

The key to understanding the natural order of things is dissolving the barriers between subject and object; knower and known; seer and seen.  This leads to a deeper intelligence which understands the meaning of all this.  If you can integrate this simultaneously with mastering your daily activities, you will be utterly focused on the moment of what you are doing and thus reach a higher level of achievement.  When dualities are dissolved, nothing separates you from everything and everyone.  It is then you will understand how the habits of your basic nature formed and how to unravel those habits to go beyond them.

WHERE DID THINGS COME FROM?

The Empress Tang asked a sage,  “Have things always been here from the ancient beginning?”

The sage replied:  “If things were not here in the beginning, how can they be here now?  What would you make of it if people in some remote future asked whether or not there were things now?”

She sighed and drank her royal tea, pondering on these words.  A nightingale sang a lovely song out the window.  “I take it you are saying there is no such thing as before or after.”

“It is difficult to say when things begin or when they end.  The start of one thing may be the end of another.  From ancient beginninglessness to remote endinglessness, things continuously come and go.  There is no way of knowing what came first or what will come afterwards.

“It is all the same basic stuff being transformed from one thing into another.  From water and earth form living beings,  then living beings die and their remains decompose into water and earth.  From the dust in space form stars, then they burn out and explode and become dispersed into the dust of space again.  From the void comes the universe, then the universe transforms back into the void again.  Emptiness and everything are quite the same.  Undoubtedly there have been countless universes prior to this and there will be countless universes henceforth.”

These talks seem to have no beginning nor end, mused the Empress.  “Then perhaps there is a limit to the universe?” she asked with a glimmer of hope.

“I can’t say, your majesty.  I have not traveled that far afield.  Our scientists say it is further than light can travel and that is quite fast, I assure you.  There are some who say it all goes around endlessly in a circle and the limit cannot be defined.”

“There must be a boundary somewhere!  I simply cannot stomach such a thought of endlessness!”

The sage assured her:  “Nothingness is limitless.  How can I know where its boundaries are?  I am but a mere mortal being of this struggling species on this remote inconsequential planet in the history of the stars.  It is not unimaginable that there are other universes beyond this one, and this one, with all its countless stars and galaxies, is but a bit of dust in the totality of all there is.  I can only say it is limitless, but I cannot tell you whether or not there are boundaries.”

At that time, a great banquet was served and her male servants tended to her.  The Empress turned her attention to more worldly matters.  What difference did the dimensions of the universe make when she had such as this?

THE MAN WHO TRIED TO MOVE THE MOUNTAINS

In a valley surrounded by two high mountains lived an old man.  He was nicknamed the Old Fool by his neighbors because he was always thinking up impossible projects.

One day, the Old Fool got sick and tired of having to take a long and roundabout hike to get out of his valley because there were huge mountains blocking his way.  It irritated him to no end and he always muttered about how the mountains “were out to get him”.  Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore.  He called his family together and presented them with a proposal that they remove the mountains that were in the way.

The villagers who lived in the valley were rather skeptical about this project.  His son and grandson were quite excited about the idea and were ready to start right away.  What a wonderful idea!, they thought.  What a superb way to make life far less burdensome and complicated.

The Old Fool’s wife, however, was not quite so enthusiastic about this plan.  Shaking her head, she said:  “You are going on a hundred years old and you are getting crippled and senile.  You could not even remember where you put your toothbrush this morning!  You can barely lift a small rock, much less yourself!  How do you expect to level these great mountains?  You seem a bit ambitious, if you ask me.  Surely you should just stay home and contemplate the distances you have traveled.  If you make one thing simple, you just make something else complicated.  And in any case, where would you place the dirt after you’ve taken down the mountains?  Have you even thought of that?”

The Old Fool merely cackled, enthusiastic as ever.  “No problem!  No problem at all!  We will just march down to the sea and dump the dirt there!”  His son and grandson agreed.  No one brought up the fact that the sea was a couple of hundred miles away.

The next day, with his son and grandson, the Old Fool took shovels, picks, and wheel barrels, and headed off for the mountains.  On their way, they were joined by a seven-year-old boy from a neighboring family.  From sunrise to sunset, the four of them worked.  All the warm season they worked, camping out at the worksite.  It was not until the snow was piled up high that they returned home.

A wise man in the village who had heard about the Old Fool’s attempt at leveling the mountains came to talk the old man out of this foolish project.  He remarked:  “Surely at your age, you should have enough wisdom to know that your project is impractical.  You, sir, are old and weak.  You are working with mere boys who lack the strength of full grown men.  You cannot even pull up weeds in your own garden.  What makes you think you can move mountains.  Look!  They are billions as times as big as you are!  Do you think you can really move all that in the limited course of the lifetime you have left?”

The Old Fool sighed and said:  “Your mind is set as a rock that has not moved in millions of years!  Even this seven-year-old child is smarter than you are.  Can you not see that if I do not finish this project, my son and grandchild will continue with it?  And if they cannot finish moving these mountains, their sons and grandsons will continue, and so it will go on through countless generations.   The wind and storms of endless seasons will gradually wear down these mountains bit by bit. We are simply assisting the process.  These mountains have ceased to grow.  If each generation keeps chipping away, then one day these mountains will be leveled.”

The wise man could not argue with the Old Fool’s logic, so he left.

Thus time went on.  One season followed another.  People were born and they died.  Meanwhile the Old Fool and his children kept on digging away at the mountains.  Others were inspired to join them.  Long lines carted dirt away to the remote sea.  They resembled ants raiding a picnic.  

While everyone laughed at this impossible project, the spirits who inhabited the mountains became concerned.  They saw the Old Fool was determined.  There was no question that sooner or later the mountains would be leveled, even if it took place in thousands of years.

Alarmed, the spirits of the mountains consulted the laws of nature.  The laws of nature only remarked they are mere tendencies and are not immutable.  With someone’s determination, they can be overridden.  Thus the consciousness that inhabited the mountains chose to help him.  One night the range of mountains snuck off into the distant ocean.  The next morning, when the people looked out from their windows, the mountains that had blocked their way were miraculously gone.

THE MAN WHO TRIED TO CHASE DOWN THE SUN

Once there was a man who prided himself in being a great runner.  One day he decided to race the sun as it traveled across the sky.  The object of the game was to reach the horizon before the sun did.  Thus, from dawn to dusk, he chased the sun to the brink of twilight.

But, in the midst of the marathon, he was extremely thirsty.  Desperately he searched for huge quantities of water to drink – and found the Yellow River, the Nile, the Amazon, and the Mississippi.  After he had drunk up the waters dry, slurping the last drops of these great rivers, he headed for the Great Lakes up north.  

As he was just on the verge of reaching it, he died of thirst and fell to the ground.  The living staff he had carried absorbed the water in the flesh of his decaying body.   What remained of him became transformed into the Great Forests of the North.

THE NORTH COUNTRY

The Shaman-King said:  “Within heaven and earth and the four directions, inside the four seas, everything is lit by the four seasons, and ruled by the Star of the Year.  Things that come from the Great Spirit differ in shape and size.  Though they differ in outward qualities, the same basic energy sustains them.  Some things live out long lives and some die accidentally.  Only the enlightened ones understand the natural way of things and see their place in the universe.”

The Shaman-Queen said:  “There are mysterious beings who do not require the Great Spirit to make them and yet they exist.  They do not require the energies of yin and yang to nourish them, nor the sun and moon to light them.  They do not need protection to live a long life, nor do they die accidental deaths.  They keep warm without clothing, they are filled without needing grains, and they can travel without boats or vehicles.  Yet this, too, is the natural way of things.”

Later, when the Shaman-King was helping to fight the Great Floods, he lost his way and stumbled upon a country far up north.  When he asked the inhabitants where he was, they told him he was in the North Country.  He was thousands of miles from his true home.

The Shaman-King soon discovered that there were lots of unusual things in this country.  For one thing, the people had no idea where the boundaries of this country lay nor did they quite understand what the concept of ‘boundaries’ meant.  Where they lived, there were no storms or snow, no wild animals, and no forests.  They lived on a great plain with miles of grassland.  

In the middle of the plain was a mountain shaped like a jug.  On top of the mountain was a spring.  The waters of the spring were sweet and fragrant.  They flowed down the side of the mountain in four clear and sparkling streams in the four directions.  These streams carried the waters all over the land.  They regulated the climate and neutralized the poisonous gas.

The people were gentle and friendly.  Their bodies were soft, their hearts were open, and their minds were clear.  Everyone lived together in harmony.  There were no quarrels, no jealousies, and no pride.  The old lived with the young.  There were no politicians or leaders.  When there was something that needed to be done, people seemed to know what to do without needing a leader.

Men and women mingled freely among one another.  There were no social conventions such as courting or marriage.  They were naturally monogamous, yet polygamy was freely participated in with no jealousies.

Everyone lived by the water.  There was no need to cultivate crops, because nuts and fruits grew freely on trees – and people never seemed very hungry.  Nor was there a need to weave cloth for clothing, because everyone went about naked.  There was no need for shelters for the climate was always gentle and temperate.  No one got sick and the people died naturally after living about a hundred years.  No one was killed accidentally.  The people lived in happiness and contentment – and did not know anxiety, sorrow, decay, death, or pain.

They loved music and song.  All day they danced and sang.  When they were tired or hungry, all they had to do was drink the sweet waters of the magic spring and they would be filled with energy again.  If they drank too much, they would sleep for ten days.  If they bathed in the waters, their bodies would renew their vigor and carry the fragrance of the waters for many days.

The Shaman-King never found his way back to his native land again.  He spent the rest of his days in this land.

STRANGE CUSTOMS IN STRANGE LANDS

In lands far to the South, people wear their hair short and go unclothed.  All night they sing and dance.  They offer sacrifices to the God of Fire.  They eat nuts and fruits off the trees and heal themselves with wild herbs.  They live in houses of brush and straw.

  In lands of the distant North, people wrap turbans around their heads and wear skins of dead animals.  They live mainly by hunting and fishing.  For days, they track down herds of caribou.  They live in houses of ice. 

In Central Lands, they wear hats, suits, and skirts.  There are farmers, traders, hunters, and fishermen.  They pile up bounty to thrive through the winter.  They are well fed and well clothed.  In winter, they have furs and thermal insulation to keep them warm.  In summer, they wear cotton and nylon to keep themselves cool.  They travel by boats, jets, and cars.  They do not need to make a lot of effort to get whatever it is they want, although their high standard of living causes them a great deal of stress.

There is a land far in the southeast corner of the world where it is customary for people to kill their firstborn and offer its flesh and blood to everyone in the community to eat.  They believe this will bring fertility to the women.  Not only that, when a father dies, the children tie their mother onto the dead man’s back and abandon both of them in the wilderness.  They do this because it is not proper to live with the wife of a ghost.  When a relative or family member dies, the children demonstrate their filial duties by cutting off the dead man’s skin before they bury his bones.  They then wear the skin to special occasions.  They do this so the ghost of that family member can attend, too.

Isn’t that shocking?

There is a culture where it is considered quite perfunctionary to eat the brains of live monkeys after the top of their skull has been hacked off.  Yet they are horrified at a culture that dares to partake of the sacred cow.  In other cultures, ants and beetles are considered a delicious delicacy.  But they consider the eating of lobster quite outrageous, since they worship the lobster god.

How peculiar!

In a land on the other side of the world, children are said to be filial only if they burn the bodies of their dead parents.  When the smoke rises from the pyre, it is said the soul of the dead has united with the gods and goddesses in the heavens.

Surely they shall burn in hell for such demonic practices!

There are countless established traditions in countless cultures.  Why these arise, we cannot say.  They come and go like the patterns of the wings of different varieties of a species of bird, like the different sizes and shapes of dogs and cats.  In the culture itself, the practice is avidly followed and woe to the one who defies them.  To them, nothing at all is strange or shocking about them.  Yet we will call them barbaric and they call us barbaric.  We are shocked by them only because we have different customs.

THE QUESTIONS OF A CHILD

Once upon a time, Withered Leaf was wandering through a marketplace.  He happened to encounter two children who appeared to be arguing heatedly over something.  Withered Leaf was curious and approached them to ask them what this was all about.

One child said:  “I say the sun is nearer to us when it is rising and gets further away at midday.  This one over here is too stupid to see that!”

Immediately the other child retorted:  “No!  It is the other way around!  I say the sun is further away when it rises and comes closer to us at midday.”

The one who spoke first said:  “The sun looks bigger when it is at the horizon and gets smaller as it reaches noon.  Do not things appear smaller when they go further away and bigger when they are nearer?”

The second child, unfazed by this, said:  “The sun is much hotter at noon.  Is it not much cooler in the morning and as night falls?  Isn’t something hotter when it is near and cooler when it is further away?”

Since Withered Leaf was an adult and reputedly a sage, the children then pestered him to settle their argument for them.  He sighed and studied the motions of the sun.  Surely there is a much larger perspective to this than meets the surface.

“At least you two are thinking about it.  That is more than many do.  Keep thinking about it, study it, meditate on it, ponder on it, dream about it – and eventually the answer will come to you.”

One child grew up to become an astronomer.  She discovered that the distance of the sun from the earth had nothing to do with the spinning of the earth, and more to do with its position in orbit, the time of the year.  She went on to find that this orbit was more irregular than had previously been suspected.

The other child grew up to become a sage.  He looked within himself and ceased to be concerned with such things as how far or near the sun was.  The sun is just what the sun is.

THE ART OF BALANCE

There are many things in this world which depend on balance.  For example, a single hair can hang a weight if the balance is just right.  The hair only breaks if the balance is off.  A single string of code in a computer can determine if the entire program works properly or not.  A seemingly insignificant cell in an obscure organ can determine if the body lives or dies.  A slight wisp of wind can cause a hurricane.

There was a mechanic who was an expert at fixing cars.  He would instantly diagnose the root of a problem just from the sound of the engine.  With practically no time at all, he got the part apart which was causing the difficulty and inserted a mere paperclip at precisely the right spot to fix the part.  He never had to order parts because of this.  Because manufacturers charged inordinate amounts of money for their wares, this saved the customers considerable sums of money.  From all over the land, people came with their cars.  Even wealthy people with expensive vehicles came to this man’s humble garage.

Laugh as you will, but this mechanic was so in tune with the cars he knew how to balance the working of the engine in just the right place.  The paperclips worked fine for the lifetime of the car.  It was said he could make cars last for hundreds of thousands of miles with no relapses of the same problem.

The leader of the corporation that was a major manufacturer of automobiles was rather worried about this particular fellow.  If such a mechanic could make cars designed to last only a few years last the lifetime of the owner and even be passed on down the generations, he was in big trouble!  He invited the mechanic to his court and inquired of the man:

“For some time, I have observed how you make cars last decades.  These were only meant to last until next year’s model.  This is very worrisome to me.  Perhaps I can learn a thing or two from you and integrate it in my manufacturing process.  So tell me, how can you keep our cars running so long on mere paperclips, such ephemeral and fragile pieces of metal?”

The mechanic replied:  “It is said that sages of old speak of a clockmaker who stuck a piece of wood in the right gear of an ailing clock and the clock would tell time accurately for centuries.  He was able to do this because his attention was focused and he understood the balance of give and pull.  I admired his feat and decided to use him as an example to perfect my skill at mechanics.  

“From then on, I put aside everything else and spent my time exclusively upon learning the art of mechanics.  I read every obscure text of the old masters and watched the experts work.  I went to obscure garages and watched old masters rebuild an engine.  I learned physics, geometry, geology, astronomy, indeed all the sciences and arts.  I did not overlook anything.  Who knows what may come in handy in mechanical repairs?  I made mechanics my meditation practice.  For hours, I would contemplate a single gear to ponder its possibilities.

“Finally, after ten years, I could do my work undistracted.  From the outset when I opened my shop, I eschewed the ordering of parts and fixed only what came into my garage.  When I work by a car, my mind is totally concentrated on fixing the car in front of me and nothing else.  I have a good feel for the pull and feel of the different parts.  The part causing the problem tends to be drawn to my hand.  Then I know right where to insert the paperclip – and the car runs like silverfish dashing through the water!  This is the principle of using the soft to win over the strong and the light to hold the heavy.

“If you could learn to run your corporation this way, everything in the world would be at your fingertips.  To use gentleness rather than force is far more effective.  Then you would make cars that would run for centuries and people would honor you rather than despise you.”

The leader was very impressed with the mechanic’s advice.  He put it into action that very day.  It is said that his cars will last generations and can be easily repaired by the owner.  He became the top seller.  Other manufacturers followed in his footsteps and the very nature of individual transportation was altered from that time on.

Now people are very happy with their cars and no longer do we see junkyards, for everything is used.

EXCHANGING HEARTS AND MINDS

Once two people, a man and a woman, who fell ill went to a very special doctor, who worked both on physical problems and emotional states.  The doctor managed to cure them of their physical ailments but he commented: 

“Your physical problems are merely the symptoms of an underlying discrepancy between your emotional temperaments and the direction of your minds.  One is pulling you one way; the other is pulling you the other way.  Like two horses pulling you in two different directions, they are tearing you apart.  Although your physical problems are temporarily fixed, they will come back in increasing intensities.  Pills and surgery can only go so far.  Interestingly, your respective problems are similar yet opposite.”

The two were open-minded, so they inquired just what this special treatment would consist of.

To the man, the doctor said:  “You have strong ambitious projections, but your willpower is weak.  Although you are very good at planning, you seldom have the energy to see the plans through.”

Turning to the woman, the doctor said:  “You, on the other hand, are the opposite.  Your ability to foresee the results of your actions are quite weak, yet your willpower is of exceeding intensity.  You thus tend to get into trouble by doing things recklessly without thinking them through.”

To both of them, he said:  “If it were possible to exchange your hearts and minds, both of you would be perfect.  Would you like me to do that for you?”

Since this doctor was an expert at exchanging emotions and minds, both patients heartily agreed.

The doctor then gave them a drug that would alter their perspective and thoroughly delved into their innermost psyches by a rare form of hypnosis.  Carefully, he exchanged the man’s weak willpower with the woman’s strong willpower.  He then exchanged the man’s strong ambitions with the woman’s weak ones.  He thus created the man with weak ambitions and strong willpower – and the woman with strong ambitions and weak willpower.  The change was so thorough, neither could see what was done, but both felt more complete than they had before.

The man who had weak ambitions had quite sufficient willpower to carry out what little ambitions he had.  The woman who had strong ambitions but weak willpower was no longer reckless in her actions.  They were more satisfied with their lot in life than before and thus did not tend to fall ill anymore.

Problems began, however, when they returned to their homes.  First of all, they no longer had an interest in one another and went off to spend time with secret lovers.  Neither their family nor their children could recognize them.  The family was frustrated and angry and threatened to sue the doctor for his outrage.  The doctor left to go to another country.

MUSICIAN MU LEARNS TO PLAY THE LUTE

A long time ago there was a musician who could charm birds, squirrels, fish, and butterflies into dancing with his music.  Whenever he played upon his flute, people would stop what they were doing and dream of their true homes.  His music would make heaven and earth live together in utter harmony.  The aggressive would become like meek lambs and the passive would have great ambitions of altering the whole world.

At this time, there was a luke player named Mu from the kingdom of Hu who heard stories of this musician from afar.  He came to hear this musician for himself.  When he did, he saw clouds in castles in the high misty mountains and became in his mind a wanderer over the wide lonely sphere.  Tears came to his eyes.  When the music was finished on an ambiguous note that leaves you hanging for more, he prostrated himself at the musician’s feet and swore he would not leave him until he learned his skill.

But, alas, for a long time, Mu could not play anything.  His fingers were tied up in knots, and each time he picked up the lute, he just could not bring himself to play.  Try as he would, he could not fall into the natural rhythm.  Nor could he figure out the intricacies of harmony; he may as well be tone deaf for his efforts.  After three years of these futile efforts, the teacher informed him he may as well pack it in and go home.

Mu was exasperated with the situation and replied to the teacher:  “It is not as if I hadn’t tried to learn any songs.  I can certainly tune my instruments properly.  But it’s like I cannot play from my heart, so the music has never become a part of me.  Perhaps this is why I cannot bring myself to play.  Perhaps I should rest a bit and see what happens.”

The musician nodded his assent as he played a lively tune on his flute which made the butterflies dance in circles and spirals.

It was not long after this that Mu returned to his teacher.

“How are you getting along with your music?” inquired his teacher.

“It seems I have experienced a breakthrough.  Let me show you.”

Mu took the lute and gently strummed the chord called Autumn.  It was currently warm springtime, the flowers were bursting forth in all their colors, and the herons were returning from their southern journeys.  In the midst of this, a cool breeze suddenly blew, leaves crackled in an autumnal breeze, the flowers turned brown, the crickets sang their poignant mating song to one another, and massive foreboding clouds swept across the skies of dusk.  

Then he touched the chord called Spring.  The coldness of the prior breeze suddenly became warm, gentle, and lucid.  Warm rains fell and the flowers bloomed.  Golden butterflies began to mate.  Trees quickly grew out of the ground and suddenly bore fruit.  Lovers gathered in pairs in grassy fields and permanent commitments were sealed by the juice of passion.  Before you knew it, it was the peak of summertime.

Then Mu slashed at the chord called Winter.  Out of the skies blizzards began to roar and animals sought shelter in the ground.  The ferns wilted and died and the flowers were vanished.  The song of birds was no more and lovers began to have rabid arguments and split up.  Rivers froze and snow fell high in piles while lost ones died.

Again, he expressively strummed the chord Summer in an exquisite rhythm.  Immediately the sun fiercely shone while snow rapidly thawed and swept down to the great ocean.  Out came the fruit and flowers.  Lovers were happily reunited and lost ones were returned.

Finally, he played a song consisting of all the chords together.  A refreshing wind blew, azure clouds floated overhead, sweet dew fell, and fragrant springs bubbled from the ground.  All people were in harmony with one another and no one had anything to hide for there was no reason to lie.

The master musician wept and bowed at Mu’s feet.  “That is the most beautiful song I have ever heard.  I have nothing further to teach you for you know the answers yourself.  Indeed, it is myself who should be taking lessons from you.”

WHEN SHE-HO SANG

Once there was a musician who apprenticed himself to a master singer.  Before he had completely finished his training, he came to the conclusion he had already mastered all the skills his teacher could offer.  Thus confident, he requested to be graduated so he could return home.

The teacher did not contest this request, and on the appointed day for the graduation, he threw a grand feast for the graduate after the granting of awards.  When everyone was seated around the table, the master singer began a sad song while beating the rhythm with a small drum.  His voice was such that it shook the leaves on the trees and stilled the flying clouds.  The birds ceased their endless twittering to pay heed and the herons began to weep.  Butterflies fluttered at his feet.  Those who had arguments apologized and soldiers wondered what they were fighting for.

The brash young student now realized how pretentious he had been in thinking he had learned everything from his teacher.  Although he had learned a certain proficiency in technique, he had not learned to put his heart in his work.  After the song was concluded, the audience remained deep in thought.  The student begged to be accepted again.  He said:  “Truly I shall stay as your student for the rest of my life.”

The master singer then told a story for all to hear:

“Once there was a woman named She-Ho.  She was traveling to an eastern country in search of a distant home.  But on the way, she had the ill fortune to be set upon by robbers and lost all her money.  She had no choice but to continue to travel and sing at local taverns to earn her supper and for a bed to lie on.  She was very good at this.  When she was finished for the night, the sound of her voice would reverberate throughout the room, and people still looked around, for they thought she was still there.

“Later, She-Ho stayed at an inn where the owner ridiculed her foreign manners.  This made She-Ho homesick for her home was very beautiful and there people did not ridicule one another, not even foreigners.  She instantly proceeded to burst in a song of sadness and longing.  Her voice echoed throughout the town and sent everyone there in tears.  The people of the town were so affected by the sadness of the song they could not eat for days.  The cattle lowed plaintively and the wolves howled in pain.  Flowers wilted and birds smashed themselves into rocks.  The people of the town were so affected by this experience, they sent someone after her and beseeched her to return and sing once again.

“She-Ho let out a long note of introduction.  Then she sang a song of joy.  This soon had the people of the town dancing and laughing as they never had in the history of the town.  Wolves happily danced with sheep and eagles flew playful circles around bunny rabbits.  They forgot all about how sad they had been just awhile ago.  She-Ho thus wound up staying with these people awhile to give them her gift of songs.  She was eventually sent off with many rich gifts, more than enough to get her to her remote home.

“To this day, the people of that town are famous for their singing because they had picked up her art while she lived there.  Many go to this town to learn the art of singing.  This woman sang well because she sung from the heart, not because she went to some teacher.  Do not worry about your skill or technique; just do it with all your passion.  Then it will all be okay.” 

KINDRED SPIRITS

Silvery Fish and Rapid Cascades were good friends.  Silvery Fish was an excellent player of the lute and his friend was an intuitive listener.

Silvery Fish had his mind on the high mountains while he played.  There was a wonderful shelter of rocks up there where once he had spent many months and had experienced unity with the blue skies.  When he did this, Rapid Cascades remarked:  “When you play that song, I feel the grandeur of the Great Mountains!  Truly our home is there!”

Or Silvery Fish would daydream about deep flowing waters while he played, and his friend would say:  “How wide and deep are the waters of the Great River flowing out to the sea!  I cannot wait to be reunited with the vast ocean!”

No matter what was on Silvery Fish’s mind which he instantly translated into his music, his friend shared the feelings right away.

There was a time when the two were wandering around among the slopes of the Great Mountains.  Although it was a sunny blue day, stormy clouds suddenly blew out of the west and it was pouring so hard you could not see the hand in front of your face.  They made their way off the precarious path lining along mile-high cliffs and found a shelter in a cave.

Waiting for the rains to subside, Silvery Fish took up his lute and played.  Seeing the mist and rain hiding the mountains in the distance, Rapid Cascades had a feeling of sadness while Silvery Fish composed a song about the unending rain and rising mist steaming off the rocks.  Then, for variety, he changed the mood of the song and improvised a song that painted the splendor of an avalanche crashing down the mountains – and there was a muffled rumble on the other side of the mountain.  In every piece he played, Rapid Cascades could grasp the feel of the music and directed the next song.  It was as if the player and audience were both improvising the music –  yet there was something larger improvising them.

Silvery Fish put down his lute after the rain had long gone and the song of birds was tweeting and cawing outside in the sunny air.  Sighing poignantly, he remarked:  “Surely this is more than my wildest expectations!  You really can read my mind by listening to the music.  In turn, I can read your mind what the next phrase will be.  How can we hide anything from one another?”

Silvery Fish and Rapid Cascades were not only good friends but kindred spirits.  They were able to reach into each other’s minds not simply because one of them was a good player and the other an intuitive listener.  It was because they dissolved the barriers which separated them from one another.  The music was simply a bridge which allowed them to communicate hearts and minds.  And the music was a bridge to the music of the cosmos.

The mind of the universe plays upon its beings…

Like great chords of celestial music…

If we cease to argue and listen to this music…

Which is like the roar of vast oceans within us…

Barriers which separate us from one another will be dissolved…

If barriers which separate us from one another are dissolved…

How can we continue to deceive one another?  

If no one can be fake…

How can the structure of this society continue to be maintained?  

How can anyone continue to oppress another?  

For to know this is to know…

To hurt another is identical to hurting oneself. 


ARTIFICIAL OR REAL?

The corporate executive had vested interests sponsoring specialized technicians in a rather prestigious technical institution.  He was paying a visit to this institution to see what it was coming up with.  His officers introduced him to a man who was reputed to be a rather skilled researcher in artificial intelligence.

The executive received this man in his meeting room.  “Tell me about your skills,” he inquired.

“Sir, I can make you anything you want, but please allow me to show you something I have already completed.”

“Excellent!” said the executive.  “I have heard much about your inventions.”

The research designer opened the door and in walked a rather peculiar appearing man walking in a somewhat stilted fashion.

“Who is this fellow?  I don’t believe I have made his acquaintance.”

“He is my masterpiece!” proudly pontificated the designer.  “He is fully capable of talking and walking.  He has been fitted with sufficient memory to hold libraries worth of information.  He can be put to work as a servant and he will not complain – and he will work non-stop for twenty four hours a day!  He can lift a car if need be and he can do mathematical calculations competing with the best computers in the world!”

The executive was both fascinated and amazed.  The figure before him was walking around briskly and certainly had all the features of a human.

The technician signaled to the artifice and immediately it started to sing a beautiful song which brought tears to the executive’s eyes.  Then upon another signal from the technician, the robot danced to the rhythm of the song.  The technician challenged the robot to play chess with the executive, who was a reputed chessmaster throughout the world.  The executive lost.  The executive challenged the robot on the history of the country, as he had studied this thoroughly in school.  The robot knew obscure facts the executive didn’t.  They went out to a parking lot and, with no effort at all, the robot picked up the executive’s car and transferred it to another parking space.  All the while, the movements and mannerisms of the figure were so real the executive had to keep reminding himself this was not a real person.

The executive requested that he keep this talented robot as a kind of pet for his private collection.  The technician heartily agreed since he had some more in the works, and he wanted to get on the good side of this prestigious man.

One night the executive in a drunken stupor arranged to have this fellow give a show and invited his favorite mistresses to attend.  But when the show was about to end, the artificial man made suggestive glances at the mistresses and there was the imprint of a erect penis under his pants.

The executive was very jealous of the sanctity of his mistresses, and was thus outraged.  Immediately, he summoned the technician and angrily yelled at him:  “How dare you present me with this hoax!  He just flirted with my mistresses!  No artificial man would do such a thing!  I bet you just have a costume over a real man under there!  I shall have your funds cut for this and you will never find a position anywhere again!”

The technician was terrified, for to have his funds cut would mean he would have to live as a beggar in the streets and this was a fate worse than death.  He wished to prove the executive’s contentions were wrong right away.  He went over to the artificial man and dissasembled the body.  He demonstrated the circuit boards inside the main chest cavity and the motors which ran the arms and legs.  He showed how the skin was made of plastic and there was a speaker where the mouth was.  He showed how there was a central memory bank.  All outward materials were of plastic and the bones were made out of plexiglass.  The penis was just a bag programmed to fill up with plastic material at the sight of a woman; the technician explained that he put that there as a kind of joke and for the possibility of having it satisfy a lonely woman.  He could always remove it in a version for the executive, of course.

The executive was a bit intrigued about all this.  He removed the speaker and it couldn’t speak.  He removed the motor of its right arm and it couldn’t move that arm.  He took out the cameras for its eyes and it couldn’t see.  Finally he yanked off the penis which gave him so much ire and the robot was unable to respond sexually.  The executive was satisfied that the robot was really artificial.  He remarked:

“This is creepy!  Do you think we should be messing around with what is created by natural processes!?  We can replace many things, but are you sure we want to replace ourselves?”

The executive had the machine shut off, covered up, and carried away in a handtruck.  He rewarded the technician to destroy his work and keep silent about it.

LEARNING THE ART OF POETRY

Wispy Cloud learned poetry from one of the greatest poets of all time.  It is said that when his master picked up his pen, the animals would lie still on the ground, birds would drop from the sky, flowing waters would stop in their tracks, and snowflakes would halt in mid-air.  Wispy Cloud learned everything his master could teach him and eventually surpassed the older man in skill.

A man named Achoo heard about Wispy Cloud’s mastery of poetry and begged to become his apprentice.  He hoped that one day he too would be able to stop time in its tracks with the depth of his words.

Wispy Cloud explained to this prospective but dubious student:  “First you need to train your eye not to blink under any circumstances.  Come back when you have accomplished this.”

Achoo took these words to heart and considered how he would do this.  He had an idea.  He went to the side of a still pond where the sun was reflected fiercely.  All day long, he gazed nonstop at the reflection of the sun as it shone most intensely at the height of the day.  It was very hard not to blink and, to top it off, countless gnats flew at his eyeballs.  The world vanished in an array of colors and he got so the gnats munched peacefully on the surface of his eyeballs, but he did not blink.

Achoo was excited about his success.  Surely he would be the greatest poet of all time!  But Wispy Cloud shook his head and said:  “You have only started to learn.  The next thing you need to do is train your eye to look at small objects until they appear large, and fuzzy objects until they appear clear.  Go back and practice.  When you have succeeded in doing this, you can come and see me.”

Achoo went home and began his next phase of training.  He caught a flea and hung it by a thread from a window facing south.  Every day he stared at the flea with the sun shining into his eyes.  As the days passed by, the flea appeared to grow in size.  Years passed and the flea looked like some kind of monstrous dinosaur fiercely uprooting trees in an ancient valley.  He looked at furniture and saw hills and mountains.  He looked at the glass of his window and saw a vast mysterious trap.  He wrote a poem about the life of a flea, how it was surrounded by giant hairless animals who had no shell on their skin who were utterly dangerous to its existence.

When Achoo related this and showed his poem to Wispy Cloud, the master poet clapped his hands and said:  “This is wonderful!  You have understood what poetry is all about.  You are now ready to learn.”

WHERE RIVALS BECOME FRIENDS

Achoo learned all that Wispy Cloud could teach him.  He went home and thought:  “Right now, the only person who can rival my skill is my master.  If I can outdo him, then I shall be the greatest poet alive.”

It turned out that the two were contestants in a poetry contest.  This was a great contest of worldwide renown and the judges were famous literary critics from prestigious institutions.  The theme of the poems was to be “Birth and Death”.

Wispy Cloud started first:

“At the crack of dawn…

  The bird sings so joyously…  

  The worm stirs in its sleep.”

The judges shook their heads and scribbled notes.  It was Achoo’s turn:

“A loud cry pierces the silence…  

  Flying southwards…

  Two great herons.”

The judges convened and compared their notes.  “We cannot make a judgment, because they are equally meritorious.”  They went again:

Wispy Cloud:

“One thought dies to become another…

  Shopping list on the counter…

  Toothbrush in the corner.”

Achoo:

“Piece of trash blows across the road…

 Child wears a hat of discarded aluminum foil…

 Dancing joyously in the dump.”

The judges said:  “You two flow right into the other.  You should form a team.”

Achoo and Wispy Cloud bowed to one another with tears in their eyes.  So great was their respect to one another they vowed on the spot to become kindred spirits through an eternity of lifetimes.  How could they possibly compete with one another?  Not wanting their skills to be a cause of treachery and jealousy for future generations, they vowed to use their skills only for the enlightenment of all humanity.

AH-SO LEARNS TO DRIVE

Ah-So apprenticed himself to a well-known race car driver whose skill was legendary.  For many years, Ah-So served his teacher humbly but the teacher deigned to give him any instruction.  However, Ah-So was not discouraged.  He continued to change his master’s oil and service his engine.  He regarded the master with great respect and diligence.

Finally the master was impressed by Ah-So’s sincerity.  The master racer said to Ah-So:  “The ancients say a master computer programmer starts by installing chips and a master cook starts by going shopping.  Now observe my actions carefully.  If you can get to the same state of body and mind that I am in, you will be assuredly able to drive a car.”

“I will follow your instructions carefully,”  promised Ah-So.

The master took several posts, barely large enough to stand on, and sunk them into the ground.  The posts were arranged so they were approximately a stride apart.  The end result was a kind of labyrinth.  The master racer then proceeded to hop quite agilely from the top of the posts, going from post to post, as if he were a squirrel changing branches.

“Let’s see if you can manage to do that,” said he to Ah-So.  “When you have figured out how to do that, I will direct you onwards to the next stage of your instructions.”

After about a week of intensive practice, getting mixed up frequently and slipping off posts,  Ah-So was finally able to get the hang of it.  He was almost as good as the master.  His master rolled his eyes up into his head and remarked:  “You are agile and you do learn fast.  I can see you are determined.  Let me tell you a thing about driving.  It does appear that you are training to be agile in your footwork, but you also need to train your body to respond to the commands of your mind.  This is the key to learning how to drive.”

“Applying and releasing pressure to the gas pedal and the steering wheel should be at one with your intention.  If your fingers and your palms respond naturally to your will, you can transfer your intentions directly to each wheel on the car.  You will feel the slightest nuance of the wheel as it touches the road.  The wheel will tell you how much of its area is touching the pavement and you will be able to guide the car forward or backward, left or right without the slightest effort.  Your body responds to your mind, the steering wheel responds to your bodily movements, and the wheels respond to the turning from the wheel.  Thus, without expending any energy, without stress, you can drive the car night and day, over countless distances without fatigue, without needing to pull over and rest.  When this happens, you know you have mastered this art.”

The master racer watched a hawk circling high above some road kill in the distance.  He continued:  “Let me elaborate upon what I have said.  The engine pulling the car is controlled by the wheels and brakes.  The feel of the motion of the engine is communicated through the tightness of the brakes, the shifting of the gears, the touching of the wheels on the pavement.  All these are communicated through your hands and the sense of turning and stopping into your brain.  Your mind processes all these.  Then when encountering a curve or needing to come to an immediate stop, your mind initiates a sequence of all the above in reverse.  Thus, controlling your engine and the motion of your car, getting feedback by the feel of what is going on, you can drive by intention alone.  It will be as if your spirit were flying bodiless, without any material medium.  You will know what is happening and you will hardly ever need to use your brake at all – nor will your wheels ever leave the ground.

“When your mind is clear and your body is relaxed, you can control the machine without hesitation or confusion and the machine will go where you want it to go.  The wheels of your car will move forward and in reverse, turn left and right with precision and control.  You will be able to drive on precarious mountain roads with hairpin turns and curves with the ease you would on the wide straight plains.  Your driving would not be a bit different if your wheels are only inches from the edge of a mile-high cliff, or spinning hundreds of miles an hour on flat grassland.

“That is all I have to teach you, so remember it well.”


To train the intention…


Agility of body and stillness of mind are required.


A stiff body whose parts do not cooperate…


Cannot respond to intention.


A mind that wanders and is filled with confusion and distractions…


Cannot control the body.


The mind must be like the still pond…


Perfectly reflecting the light of the moon and stars…


To attain the highest level of any skill…


Body and mind must be trained simultaneously.

ICKY’S REVENGE

Icky’s fine new vehicle, a prize possession of his, was ruthlessly bombed by Razor Blade of the Blue Avengers.  This was the latest result of a heated dispute over territorial rights in drug dealing in the inner city.  This was based upon a long clan war that had been going on between their families for centuries, long before they immigrated to this distant country.  Icky was pissed and swore he would find Razor Blade and avenge the destruction of his precious vehicle.

Although Icky had a fearless disposition and intense perseverance, he was a thin skinny fellow.  He could ate a handful of nuts and perhaps a dried fruit a day.  He was so weak a strong wind would blow him off a tall skyscraper and make him fly like a pigeon over to the town dump.  Despite his intent of avenging this outrage, Icky was incapable of handling any kind of weapon.  A gun would fire slipshod in his hands, missing his mark by a mile.  A bomb was more likely to go off in his face than in his enemy’s car.  With a knife he would slice himself rather than someone else.  Nevertheless, Icky had a strong sense of honor and refused to hire someone to fight for him.  Thus, in such a bind, ashamed of his weakness, yet desirous of fighting, he fretted day and night.

If this wasn’t bad enough, Razor Blade was a very strong and violent man.  He was known to cut up his subordinates into pieces if they did not sufficiently please him.  Razor Blade could wield the heaviest machine gun and blast a hundred enemies in a minute.  He wore excellent armor which could not be penetrated by bullet or knife.  He would dare his men to shoot him smack in the heart or attempt to stick a knife through him; he survived laughing in glee.  Bullets and knives would bounce off him like rubber balls.  When he heard about Icky’s plans of revenge, he taunted and laughed, calling the man a cowardly pussy.

One day, a friend of Icky’s who had heard this on the grapevine, said to him:  “Razor Blade thinks you’re a piece of shit.  So what you gonna do about it, huh?”

Icky was morosely depressed.  He took a heavy slug from his bottle of gin.  “I don’t know, I just don’t know.  You got any ideas?”

His friend replied:  “In another part of this city, there is a gypsyman who has a magic sword.  This sword is so awesome, man, it can drive away a whole gang, even if a mere kid is using it.  So why not go and borrow it, man?”

Icky took this advice to heart and went into the part of city his friend described.  It was a rather bohemian section of town and people wore wild colors and played weird music in the streets.  In a store that said, “Palms Read Here” and “Tarot Card Readings”, Icky entered with some hesitation for he was warned these folk could fuck with your mind and take your money.  

He threw himself at the gypsyman’s feet and offered to be his bonded servant for five years, if he could only borrow this magic sword that would help him get revenge against the man who bombed his Mercedes, which was a source of pride and joy to him and impressed his girlfriends.  He promised to offer a portion of his drug profits to the man and he could have free reign to his mistresses – if he would only loan him that sword.

The gypsyman was both impressed and amused by the young man’s determination to overcome seemingly insurmountable difficulties – all for the sake of a bombed out car.  So he said:

“Now, now, there is certainly no need to fork over all of your material goods; I have no yearning for such things.  I only need just enough to maintain my mortal existence.  I am more than compensated by your soul’s desire.  I would wonder, however, just what good such things will do you when your material existence is ended or even in your existence now.  Nevertheless, I will indulge you.  The gods and goddesses in heaven laugh at the frantic antics of you lowly mortals.

“I have not one, but three magical swords.  However, not a one of them will kill, for it is forbidden to me to unleash something that will prematurely end a mortal’s existence.  But I can only allow you to borrow one of them for the avenging of your Mercedes’ death.  Thus you must choose carefully between the three of them.  Allow me to describe the characteristics of each of these swords for you.

“The first sword is called Invisible Light.  It has no shape, so you cannot see it.  It is weightless, so you cannot feel it when you wield it.  It leaves no mark when it cuts, and it can slice through a victim’s body without him even knowing it.

“The second one is called the Shadow Sword.  If you take this sword and hold it against the soft morning or evening light, you can barely see it.  If it cuts something, there is a slight swishing sound.  When it pierces a body, the victim does not feel any pain.

“My third sword is called the Night Sword.  In the daylight, you can only see its shadow but not its glitter.  In the night, you can see its glow but not its shape.  When it cuts something, you hear a slashing sound.  The wound it makes closes immediately and no blood is shed.  The victim only feels slight pain where the sword has cut.

“These three swords have been passed through thirteen generations in my family.  They were designed and made by magical processes in the old country.  It is said that it will only be in the thirteenth generation that use will be made of these swords.  They remain unused and are still sealed inside their special cases designed to ward off demonic spirits.”

Icky:  “I don’t have to even think about it, man.  That Night Sword sounds really cool.  I want to get subtle, if you get my drift, cause this guy is slick, if you get my drift.  I’ll take that.”

“Ah, but we are not quite finished here.  You probably aren’t aware that a special ritual must be done to break the seal that locks the sword.  You will have to fast for one month, abstain from sex, alcohol, and drugs, and do appropriate rituals of purification of your soul.  You must promise to serve the Universal Mind to raise the consciousness of all beings for all time.  Then, at the height of the full moon, you must bring the sword out of the case at midnight.  Furthermore, it must be back in the case by dawn.”

Icky didn’t seem to think that was any big deal, though it was a little hard for him to give all that nice stuff up.  At last, the sword was his, gleaming in the light of the moonlight, giving off an eerie glow like radioactive paint.  The gypsyman warned him not to get carried away with its power -- for dire consequences lay for those who did.

After he had done the proscribed preparations and rituals to break the seal of the magic sword, Icky snuck into the lair of Razor Blade and the Blue Avengers after midnight.  

Luckily he found the man alone and severely intoxicated from drunken revels of the night before.  This was his big chance.  Icky lifted the sword and slashed Razor Blade effortlessly three times from the neck down to the waist.  When Razor Blade did not bat an eyelash, Icky was convinced that he had killed the man, so he hurried out.  At the door, Icky bumped into one of Razor Blade’s many bastard sons.  Swiftly he raised the Night Sword and struck him three times.  He felt like he may as well be cutting through thin air.

Razor Blade’s son smiled cordially.  Surely this was some kind of idiot who had wandered into the gang’s midst.  “You be a funny man, you know.  What you waving your hand around like that for?  You think you be some kind of magic man?”

Icky then realized his sword wasn’t doing a bit of good and wasn’t killing at all.  He sighed and went away, pissed off he had been screwed by that gypsyman.  He went back there to give him a piece of his mind and get his money back.

The next morning, Razor Blade woke up and shouted at his girlfriend:  “Hey, why the hell didn’t you cover me up when I passed out last night?  Now I gotta a sore throat and my wrist hurts.  Oooh, man, I gotta wicked headache.  What was that shit I was drinking last night?”

Then his son came through the door and said:  “Hey, Daddyo, you know I got home the other night and I got that guy, Icky, you know that skinny guy who’s so pissed about the car we blew up?  Well, he starts coming on at me and waving his hand in a funny way like he was trying to cast a magic spell on me.  What’s weird about it, my body’s hurting a bit and my arms and legs are aching like hell.  What do you suppose, he’s laid a curse on us or something?”

Months later, in the exact places where Razor Blade and his son had received their cuts, lumps gradually developed which hurt considerably.  When they were concerned enough to have a doctor look at the lumps, they were diagnosed as having something that appeared to be like radioactive burns that later turned into terminal cancer.  Having no memory of the incident that night with Icky, neither they nor their doctors were able to figure out where this came from.  They endured many years of painful dissipation before they died.

Anyway, it turns out Icky didn’t kill Razor Blade, but he did get his revenge.  It did not matter if Razor Blade did not actually die on the spot.  As far as Icky was concerned, the main thing that mattered was that he had swung the sword and hit the bomber of his Mercedes with his own hands.  It helped Icky dissipate his anger and enabled him to feel revenge had been done.

If Icky had used a lesser weapon to avenge his Mercedes, he would had killed Razor Blade and his son.  And thus the Blue Avengers would had sought out Icky for a target of revenge, and the gang clan of Icky would then fight back, and the killing would go back and forth, gang avenging gang, for generations more to come.

CIRCUMSTANCES, CIRCUMSTANCES

The farmer is dependent on the whims of the weather.  The merchant’s profit is determined by the economy and how much money is in people’s pockets.  The mechanic is dependent on the availability of parts.  The politician is dependent on the swing of public opinion.  The writer is dependent on what publishers seek.  The artist is dependent on the fashions of the time.  The computer programmer is dependent on the existing operating system.

In agriculture, there are seasons of plenty and seasons of drought.  In business and commerce, there are boom times and recessions.  Success in design and manufacturing depends on demand in the market.  Popularity of government depends on political preference.  What goes out on the marketplace depends on what is being invented.

There is no profession or occupation which guarantees success.  Success and failure depend on timeliness, which we can neither control nor predict.  No statistician with the best mathematical models available, with tons of data, and with the best computers there are will be able to predict the outcome of what will happen next year or even next month.  There are trends, to be sure, but trends can halt in mid-air and become other trends.  Or they may simply stagnate and things will devolve.  Destiny is no destiny.  The slightest little thing may throw everything out of kilter.

Timeliness can make or break a career.  Without proper opportunities, a perfectly talented person may never realize his or her potential.  If a merchant invests in a new product that no one is interested in, that will be it for her.  If an inventor creates something no one wants to mass produce, he may as well seek another line of work.

On the other hand, a person with quite mediocre abilities may rise to great fame and fortune if the time is ripe.  Countless times, we see rather stupid politicians make it to positions of high power simply because they have the ability to sense what people want them to say.  Or we see this with movie stars and producers.  Rather than act from any true innate creativity, they simply give people what they want at the time.  However, people may abruptly change their mind later.  Fortune and misfortune depend on what is happening at the time.

Whether someone is fortunate or unfortunate depends on just when the situation is evaluated.  A situation which may appear unfortunate at one time may turn out to be beneficial in the long run.  A situation which is fortunate now may be malevolent later.  “Later” can be years, lifetimes, or just the next minute.  “Fortunate” and “unfortunate” are quite relative terms.  Someone who is wealthy is going to be quite pained when that wealth is abruptly lost, more so than someone who never had that wealth in the first place.  Someone who is quite poor may be “rich” in spiritual terms.

Whether an event or circumstances are fortunate or unfortunate depends on a person’s outlook.  People who are less attached to external circumstances will be less apt to label something “fortunate” or “unfortunate”.  We feel empathy towards a person’s misfortune because we assume that if the same thing happened to us, we would feel bad and would want to be pitied.  For all you know, that person may not feel especially bad at all and would resent your pity.  Empathy can be based on a kind of projective self-pity rather than any true compassion towards others.  In fact, it may be based on an attitude that goes like this:  “I’m glad I’m not as bad off as that.”

So why are we so attached to success and failure, fortune and misfortune?  We spend so much effort pursuing what we consider at present to be success or fortune?  Why?  Are our present circumstances so bad as we seem to constantly evaluate them to be, so we must constant pursue something “better”?  Do we just do it to impress our friends, our neighbors, our relatives?  Remember that what may be beneficial now may be harmful later.  And that could transform into something beneficial.

Perhaps it would be better to go beyond this kind of evaluation of circumstances altogether.  Take each moment as it comes without labeling it “good” or “bad”, for it is neither.

EFFORT ARGUES WITH DESTINY

Once upon a time, Effort decided to have a little chat with Flowing Free.  Effort said:  “My achievements are greater than yours.”

Flowing Free neither agreed nor disagreed with this, but continued to flow with the current of life.  She inquired of Effort:  “How do you suppose your achievements surpass mine?”

Effort insisted:  “Whether someone lives long or dies young, is rich or poor, will succeed or fail depends on me.  Only those who try hard and work hard will have long, prosperous lives.  Only such ones will become known on the pedestal of history.”

“Then why do you suppose a stupid person lives a long and healthy life, while a quite intelligent person dies young?  Why is it that one person who puts considerable effort into an enterprise fails no matter what angle he or she takes, while to another person, success is given at the outset?  Why does one artist become famous with his or her first works, while another with far more original work dies unknown?  Why do cruel and idiotic ones become rulers, while those who are nice and honest and work hard remain poor?  Does this point to the efficacy of effort?”

Effort was not quite sure what to say about this.  “I have known many who work seven days a week, twenty four hours a day, and they become quite successful and wealthy.”

“Then why do they suddenly keel over at the height of their power?  Does this make them successful?”

Free Flow went on:  “If putting effort into activities is as effective as you claim, why do you not make hard-working people rich?  Why don’t virtuous people have a long and prosperous life?  Why are the intelligent and able people unemployed – yet stupid people occupy important places in government and business?”

Effort had no more to say in the face of this.  He sheepishly shuffled his feet and said to Flow:  “You are absolutely right about all this.  I do not have a lot of effect after all.  But I would wonder if you’ve been up to mischief, twisting people’s lives around, possibly even enjoying their dismay!”

Free Flow said:  “I have no influence on the direction of things.  They are not laid out in stone.  The flow of things is infinitely malleable.  I merely make suggestions, if you will, for the course of things.  I open doors or I close them.  If something is going straight, let it follow the straight path – or if it is taking a turn, who am I to stop it?  There is no one, neither you nor I, who can direct the flow of things.  Whether it be long life or short, rich or poor, successful or miserable – all comes about of its own accord.  I cannot direct events or even know where things will wind up in the course of life.

“Thus it is better to flow through life without effort, without attempting to control its direction.  No amount of effort or no effort has an effect on the flow.”

IS IT WORTH IT?

Oh-Oh took it in his mind to visit So-So.  The two went quite a way back and became best friends as young children.  They had drifted somewhat apart due to varying circumstances of life.

When So-So answered the door and saw Oh-Oh, he was a bit taken back.   So-So pulled back because at first he did not know who this guy was, all dressed in rags.  Perhaps he was a homeless drunkard going around pounding on people’s doors to beg for a bit of spare change for his next bottle of strong wine.  Then the facial features of Oh-Oh gradually came into focus and So-So, with some reluctance, invited his old friend in.

Oh-Oh said:  “It is peculiar to see you again, my old friend.  How life has changed us in our adult years!  It is funny:  We grew up together in the same neighborhood and went to the same schools together.  We were both quite accomplished students and applied ourselves hard.  Our parents had similar incomes.  We are both about the same age.  We were both well adapted to our times.  We dressed the same and were both good looking.

“Yet consistently people were friendly to you and disregarded me.  Although we would harbor the same opinions about politics, religion, and life in general, speaking in identical ways, people would gather around you and avidly listen to you – while deriding anything I had to say.  Though neither of us were liars, you were treated as an honest man and no one trusted a thing I had to say, regarding me as some kind of con-artist.  The girls would drop right into your lap while they avoided me like some kind of poison.  When we got out of school, you were the one who got the good jobs – while I looked and looked and could find none but the most degrading jobs far beneath my true capabilities!  While you went on to be promoted year after year, I was constantly dismissed for the most trifling things – or just because the employer didn’t like me!  Eventually you wound up being the owner of a successful company while I go around as this homeless bum you see today.  This is not fair!

“Look at this!  I wear old clothing I find in dumpsters or from survival centers.  I eat discarded lunches in trash barrels.  I live in a discarded refrigerator by the river and barely fit into it.  I certainly cannot afford a car which you need to get any job these days, since they are all beyond walking distance on multilane highways.

“You, on the other hand, wear Brooks Brothers three-piece suits and a Rolex watch.  You don’t think anything of splurging a few hundred dollars on a meal in the best five-star restaurants in town.  You are able to afford this fine mansion in the best section of this nice historical town and you fly to work in a helicopter while commuters crawl by in traffic jams.  If you were to see me on the streets with your rich colleagues, you would pretend not to recognize me.  You would just look right through me as I had my hand stretched out.  You would certainly never invite me to your banquets or outings as you entertained your good-looking women who are professional mistresses or movie stars.

“So tell me – Is this the way to treat a friend?  Do you think you are somehow more worthy and virtuous than I am?”

So-So felt very pained at Oh-Oh’s outburst.  He did not know how to react, because he was not particularly aware that there were people so extremely poor as his friend.  It was like encountering someone from another country and you did not know their language.

He replied with confusion:  “I really do not think about such things as who is more virtuous or worthy than whom.  One thing I can see is for some funny reason, things always go right with me and they keep going wrong for you.  Oh, who knows?, maybe I am more virtuous and worthy, at least in the eyes of others.  How dare you have the gall to compare your worthiness with mine!  Do you have no sense of shame?  If you want to succeed, go get a job, you bum!”

Oh-Oh could not believe this old friend could treat him like that.  “You are no friend of mine, you rich tyrant!  May you be pulled down from your high and mighty position!”

While wandering up and down the streets, begging for small change, he ran into the local sage, Ho-Ho.  Seeing Oh-Oh’s despondent look, Ho-Ho inquired:  “You look like you’ve been tampering with something too hard for you to swallow.  Where have you been?  You certainly look depressed!”

Oh-Oh broke into tears and confessed the incident of his visit with So-So.

Ho-Ho said kindly:  “Oh-Oh, please do not feel so bad.  I tell you what…  Let’s go back over to So-So’s place and have a little talk with him.”

When Ho-Ho saw So-So, he asked:  “Tell me…  This was an old friend of yours.  So why did you insult him so?  Look at him…  He is on the verge of suicide because of your cruel words!”

So-So straightened his suit and said:  “Oh-Oh said his general background, his age, and his education are the same as mine, but while I am rich, successful, and highly respected, he is poor, despised, and a failure in life.  Surely this is because he is not as worthy as I am.”  Oh-Oh burst into loud wailing.

Ho-Ho then said to So-So:  “You seem to believe that worth can be measured by social or political success.  I am not so sure this is so.  I would say you simply have more luck and actually it is Oh-Oh who has more worth and virtue.  At least, he understands what it is to suffer and is more rooted in the world as it is.  You are successful in society not because you are particularly wise or virtuous but because you have luck in everything you do.  Actually, sir, I think you are a tremendous fake and are so cut off from reality, it is quite pitiful!

“On the other hand, my friend Oh-Oh here failed to be recognized not because of some kind of innate stupidity or lack of virtue.  Indeed, we have spent many nights talking until dawn about the nature of the cosmos and the flow of the universe.  No, his failure to be recognized is because he is quite unwilling to put on the act that you do.

“Whether the universe flows in the direction of good fortune or not is not something you can control.  You cannot even not control it.  You should not be presumptuous because the universe happened to flow good fortune your way – and bad fortune to your old ex-friend here.  Oh-Oh here has more virtue for, knowing him as I do, he would share all he has – which is more than you have done.

“But both of you are equally blinded by you own separate ideas of what true worth is.  Real worth is the endless creative expression of the universe.  It is not some kind of reward or punishment.  It is not ‘good’ or ‘bad’.”

So-So was humbled. He said:  “You have spoken truly, sir.  I will never boast of my successes again.  Indeed, I vow to share my wealth with all beings, for now I see that all beings are part and parcel of the same One Being.  Oh-Oh, please come in and I will share my good fortune with you!  Let me see if I can help you out, old friend!” 

Oh-Oh only smiled and walked away.

When Oh-Oh returned to his homelessness, he was not ashamed of his station in society anymore.  He wore his rags like luxurious silks and furs.  He lived on whatever foods he scrounged and found them as tasteful as the best gourmet foods.  He lived in whatever shelter he could find and the depths of the blue skies and the infinite stars at night were his mansion.  He wandered on his feet like the finest car.  No longer did he see the difference between honor and disgrace, recognition and anonymity.  In such a way, he passed the rest of his life in contentment.

When the sage Ho-Ho noted this transformation, he said:  “For a long time, this man was buried in illusions of worth and value established by social norms.  It is remarkable that he only needed this one lesson to cut through these illusions.  He was a seed waiting for fertile ground!”

Oh-Oh became transformed into Ah-So.  He became an utterly real person.

TRUE OBJECTIVITY

Mucha and Mucho were the best of friends.  Both of them grew up in the country of Chew.  They were well educated in corporate management and both become top professors in their field.  They both served in the royal palaces of higher learning and taught top executives in the art of restrained indulgence.  As things would have it, they were separated by being advisors to competing corporations.

This was a time when the country of Chew was in considerable turmoil, both political and cultural.  Many were the intrigues among corporate heirs seeking a rise to the top and many were those who wanted to pull them down.  Mucha counseled her protégé to seek refuge in the country of Loo and Mucho advised his executive to stay away from the capital and bide his time.

Corporate politics soon turned vicious.  The top executive of a key controlling international corporation had abruptly died under mysterious circumstances.  He had crashed in the side of a mountain in a private Lear jet with a much favored mistress.  Many considered it an assassination in disguise.  Journalists sought to dig up as much dirt on the matter as possible.  

Meanwhile a lot of subversive groups were wondering if the whole system of corporations should be wiped out and replaced with socialism where resources were divided more equitably among the people.  There was considerable war between the two political groups.  The whole country was in chaos.  

Both Mucha and Mucho advised their executives that now was a time to get control and lead the country.  There was a political election coming up and it was a good time for them to run for president.

There was considerable battling of opposing advertisements to get the attention of the consumers.  Each pointed fingers at the other and no one was right and no one was wrong.  They hired journalists to write smearing articles about the other.  Finally it was alleged that there was some kind of sexual liaison between Mucha and her leader, bringing doubt on that party’s morality.  The corporation executive of Mucho thus won the election and became the leader of Chew.  Meanwhile the opposing candidate sought refuge in Loo.  Then the leader of Chew decided that a war must be declared on the country of Loo for the safety of capitalism.  The country, defenseless, was bombed into smithereens.

The leader of Chew, satisfied with his exploits, returned to the capital.  Mucho was now the vice-president.  He commented to his advisee:  “Now that this nasty war is over, perhaps we can turn our attention to rebuilding this great country of ours.  Mucha is the one to help you.  I strongly suggest you adopt her as your secretary of state.  She is a wise woman, knowledgeable in the ways of the world and can help you make Chew a most powerful country in the world.”

“That woman?  Bah!  She has written so many nasty allegations about me and my affairs.  She associated with my enemy.  I should have her put on the streets to be a homeless beggar.  Perhaps I should even execute her as an example of what happens to those who associate with socialism.”

Mucho commented:  “A wise ruler, such as you surely are, would not allow personal grudges cloud his judgment of people’s abilities.  A good ruler always thinks of the welfare of his country first and dispenses with personal baggage.  If you wish Chew to become powerful and prosperous, you must enlist Mucha’s help.”

The president had much respect for the advice of his former tutor in the art of indulgent restraint, so he accepted Mucho’s advice.  He ordered Mucha to be released from a prison camp outside the capital city of Loo and brought into the capital of Chew.

Mucha impressed the president of Chew so much with her astute knowledge of subtle persuasion and subliminal advertising, that she was immediately put in the position of secretary of state which ranked her only a bit below Mucho.  In time, the president’s trust grew and she was put in charge of public projection, a powerful position indeed.  She rose to a position above Mucho, second in power to the president himself.  

Mucho was neither jealous nor resentful of her success.  Despite all the circumstances, they remained the best of friends.  Mucho respected Mucha’s abilities and knew that if the president of Chew were indeed a wise ruler, he would entrust the highest responsibilities to her.  Nor did Mucha disappoint her boss.  Under her guidance, Chew became the highest regarded country in the world.  The people of the country were reunited and even the socialists regarded their president with respect, for Mucha taught him well in the art of compromise.

Mucha did not allow her success affect her friendship with Mucho.  She did not look down her nose at him, for example.  She would often remark:  “If it were not for Mucho, I would not be where I am today.  When we were children, I always took a larger share of everything we found.  But he did not argue with me and never considered me greedy.  He understood that I came from a poorer family that never had quite enough of anything.

“When we made plans together for our little enterprises, Mucho accepted my advice.  But if things blew up in our faces because my advice was ill-given at the time, he never called me a stupid person.  He understood even back then that success and failure often depend more on the timing than on effort.

“As a young woman, I served in the civil service three times and each time was fired from my job.  Mucho did not consider me worthless because he knew the opportunities were just not right for me at the time.  Three times I went into the battle of life and three times I ran away rather than face the humiliation of failure.  But Mucho did not think I was a coward because I needed to look after my aging mother.  My peers chose to give their lives, but I escaped.  Mucho understood that heroics are folly and taking care of life is more important than dubious death.

“When it was alleged that there was something going on between us because we were so close together, Mucho did not abandon me in my times of need.  He stuck with me.  Indeed, our friendship was so close and binding, that we were closer to one another than man and woman can be in any relationship.  We have a deep understanding of one another for we have questioned the meaning of existence together and together have sought answers.”

True friendship is not simply looking out for your friends and ignoring their faults.  Mucho did not just recommend Mucha to the president because he wanted to do her a favor.  It was because he understood her genius in managing affairs of the state nor did he allow his own personal ambitions to prevent his friend from taking office.  If Mucha had not been capable, Mucho would had never recommended her – nor would Mucha had begrudged him had he not supported her.  When Mucho became Mucha’s subordinate, he was not resentful.  Neither was Mucha hesitant in accepting her office, for she understood Mucho would not be offended.  Both understood that no matter what happened in the ways of the world, it would not affect their deeper connection.  This is what true friendship should be.

SUCCESS AND FAILURE:  EFFORT OR DESTINY?

Ho-Ho was a prominent manager in the company who delighted in finding fault with others.  He liked to play the devil’s advocate.  He loved to make ambiguous statements which stirred up conflict and contention among fellow managers in the company.

Blue Jay was an executive who ruled the company with an iron fist.  Concerned with the rise of fraudulent activities in the company, Blue Jay adopted a code of regulations that called for stricter enforcement.  The workers were quite disgruntled about this code which meant that their activities would be carefully monitored.  Any deviation would call for immediate termination of employment.  The managers were quite pleased with this new code of regulations, because it is the nature of managers to like rules and greater complexity.  

However, Ho-Ho stood out as one manager who criticized Blue Jay’s new code of regulations.  This made Blue Jay very angry.  Not only was Ho-Ho criticizing him, but the workers were fired up upon hearing about Ho-Ho and his commentary, threatening to go on strike if more such regulations are made.  Arguments and conflicts were going on among various managers how all this could be dealt with.  Soon, the company was divided into two factions, those who supported Blue Jay and those who agreed with Ho-Ho.

One day, without warning, Ho-Ho was fired and told to never come back on the premises of the company again.

Ho-Ho stuck his tongue out in derision as soon as he heard he was fired.  “My work is done here, thank the stars that grant us being!” 

The workers have all left their jobs and formed a similar company, a worker’s coalition.  The company of Blue Jay went out of business for without workers it could not thrive.

Ho-Ho is now a juggler in the streets, acting for spare change.  He does not regret his circumstances.

SUCCESS = FAILURE

Life and death, success and failure…

These we cannot control…

Failure is success…

Success is failure…

In death, there is life…

In life, there is death.

It is useless to cling to one or the other.

The way in which things happen…

Are limitless and unknowable…

Cycles of change come about by themselves.

Neither the starry realms or the solid earth…

Can go against the natural order.

The wisdom of sages cannot modify it…

Technology cannot alter it…

Demons cannot alter it…

Nor angels influence it.

All things come and go…

No creator or mover makes this happen…

Silently its presence is recognized…

Harmoniously its existence is accepted…

Peacefully its departure is acknowledged.

AN AVERAGE DOCTOR, A GOOD DOCTOR, AN INGENIOUS DOCTOR

Ah-So’s good friend fell ill with a mysterious disease no one could understand.  He lay languidly day after day in bed and showed no interest in any of the pleasures of life.  He would not eat, he would not move, he just stared upwards at the ceiling in gloom.  He acted as though he did not recognize anyone.  

His relatives and friends wanted him to call a doctor, but he didn’t want to see a doctor.  After weeks of this, the illness went from bad to worse.  Relatives and friends sat by the bedside and bitterly wept, for surely this was the end.

Word of this got around to Ah-So, so he went to check out this and find out what the big fuss was all about.  Finding the whole house in a state of mourning, he asked:  “What is all this weeping about?  Surely you should be glad, for he is not to be in the world much longer.  Surely this is cause for celebration!”  Then he started to dance and sang:


If heaven does not know, how can mortals know?


If heaven does not bless you, crying won’t help.


If we all weep together…


Will it lengthen life and chase away death?


Even doctors and shamans are not miracle workers!

After Ah-So finished the song with a brief bow, the sons still failed to understand.  They went and enlisted three doctors to come and examine their father.

The first doctor used a lot of instruments to examine the bed-ridden man.  His prognosis was:  “My guess is you have some kind of stroke brought on by too much high-chlorestal foods.  Have you been subject to any unusual levels of stress lately?  Sometimes that can precipitate things like this.  You need to eat more vegetables and lay off the red meat.  Perhaps we can fix you with pills to reduce the chlorestal in your veins and, if worst comes to worst, we’ll use radical brain surgery.  I think you need to temporarily retire from your work or work part-time.”

Ah-So commented:  “He is a doctor of average ability.  Please tell him to leave immediately.”

The second doctor examined the man.  He asked him a lot of questions about his childhood and his adolescence.  There were a lot of questions about his sexual life.  “My guess was you had a traumatic birth and you were separated for too long from your mother after you were born.  Then you were sexually traumatized by your father and had confusion about your sexual identity ever since.  You have a profound fear of succeeding beyond your father, so your recent successes in life brought on a radical depression that leaves you virtually catatonic.  I suggest that you check in a psychiatric hospital for radical treatment.  It won’t be easy at this late stage of your life, but I think we can at least partially cure you.”

Ah-So clapped his hands and said:  “This man is not bad.  Take him out for dinner and send him on his way.”

The third doctor did not bother to examine the man.  He just said:  “Your illness has no cause at all.  It is neither physical, mental, nor spiritual.  It just means your allotted time on this mortal sphere is up.  Each one of us is endowed with life at birth and the course of this life is not a thing that can be controlled or directed.  Given the way things have turned out, there is nothing that can help you.”

Ah-So was quite pleased with this prognosis.  “Give this doctor a rich gift!  He is truly an ingenious doctor!”

To everyone’s surprise, Ah-So’s friend recovered without any treatment at all.

If you value life too much, you cannot preserve it.  

If you get overattached to your health, you will get sick.  

If you do not take care for your body…

You will lose your health and your life.  

Life and death, health and illness, benefit and harm…

These come of themselves.  

Allow things to go according to the natural flow.  

Do try to force things to happen…

Nor try to prevent them from happening…

It is futile to do either.

ACHOO SPEAKS ABOUT DESTINY

In the world of natural occurrences…

Things that are endowed more fortunately…

Are not necessarily more well off in the long run.  

What is beneficial in one age…

May be harmful in another age.  

What is fortunate or unfortunate…

Is quite relative in this universe.

Intelligent people are not necessarily better off…

Than those who are considered not so intelligent.  

The latter may have abilities which enable them to survive in situations…

The intelligent people are poorly prepared for.  

If this civilization were to abruptly collapse

Those with all their degrees, fancy words, and theories will be at the mercy…

Of the one who knows how to hunt, gather herbs, and build a fire.

What is the measure of intelligence then?  

No talents, no abilities…

Will guarantee success.

Fluttering Butterfly said to his student, Woo Hoo:  “How can we say that a person who is not gifted is ill-regarded by the Mind of the Universe?  On the other hand, who knows the Mind of the Universe? Those who struggle harder must be more ingenious to survive.  The rich and fat grow negligent and lose touch with reality.”

Achoo’s peer found there were certain things she could not understand.  So she inquired of him:

“Supposing there were two people who are equal in age, intelligence, and personality.  They come from precisely the same circumstances.  They are so similar to one another, they could be mistaken for twins.  Or let’s say they are twins. 

“Despite this, one of these turns out to be quite rich and successful in life – and the other one is poor and miserable.  One of them lives a long and healthy life – while the other dies young.  One of them becomes famous enough to get acknowledged by history books, while the other dies utterly unknown and despised.  Why is one of these favored while the other is not?”

Achoo said:  “The academics have much to say about these things.  What is it that determines how a person will turn out:  Is it genetics or is it the environment?  I would like to clear up your confusion, but often I am as confused as you are.  Perhaps the Mind of the Universe is as confused as ourselves!

“The two people with similar endowments at the time of birth end up with very different lives because of the natural unfolding of events we can call ‘destiny’.  If you will carefully observe the muddy world and the multitudes of people who push themselves to achieve, you will realize they are neither happy nor contented.  They may give the outward appearance of being so, but they are always struggling towards a thing they will never achieve.  No matter how much riches, health, and fame they may get, they will always want something more.  It is the ones who drop out of this game who finally learn to be contented.

“Do you need to do this, too, simply because it is what everyone else is doing?  If you don’t want to push yourself, who can stop you?  You do not have to accept the social norms of success and achievement,  Day after day, night after night, people rush around madly.  Does this madness guarantee they will be more well-off than you are if you do not do the same thing?  Whatever is going to happen to you is not determined by your efforts, nor by any innate abilities.”

Seeing the puzzlement of his peer, Achoo continued:  “If you can get yourself to accept the natural order of things, you will not worry about whether life is long or short.  If you understand the ultimate trends of the universe, your own personal concepts of what is right and wrong will not bother you.  If you trust in your self to see things the way they actually are, conditions of safety or danger will not matter to you.  If you are true to yourself, you will not be disturbed by things that happen around you.  Gain or loss, praise or blame, approval or disapproval, happiness or sadness, anger or satisfaction cannot affect you.

“The Yellow Sage once said that enlightened people do not question why they are living or what they are doing.  They are unaffected by other people’s actions and opinions.  They do not go against the natural grain of things and do not do things which oppose their principles.  Accepting the natural unfolding of events, they can go where they please and do what needs to be done.  The thoughts and actions of others will have no effect on them.

“Getting back to your original question, the fate of one or the other of your hypothetical ones, from the perspective of Universal Evolution, does not matter.  The doings of this entire planet is but a dust mote in the totality of the Universe.”

HOW DIFFICULT IT IS TO KNOW WHAT IS IN ANOTHER’S MIND

Once upon a time, there were four people who shared a house together.  They could not afford to buy a house nor could they afford to pay rent on a single apartment.  So they were thrown in together, strangers who needed to live with one another.  They found it more economical to split food costs on bulky items and eat together.  They watched T.V. and listened to music together.  They had to come to some agreement on how to share such things.

They were in an interesting situation because they all had rather different personalities.  One of them was studious and serious; he was always reading important books that stimulated his mind.  Another was reckless and was always getting into some kind of trouble.  Another was carefree and liked to play games and throw parties.  Another was hot-tempered and kept making arguments about the slightest things.  Even though they spent a lot of time together, they did things their own way and did not understand each other at all.  Each one claimed to have a more correct perspective than the others and regarded the others as off-kilter.

Another group of four people also lived together and did many of their activities together.  They were trying to run a business together in their home.  They were also quite different in their disposition.  One of them was glib and smooth-talking; he was the salesman of the bunch.  Another was blunt and honest; she was one of the ones who made the product.  Another was stubborn and rigid; he was the accountant and manager.  The fourth was complacent and bending; she tended to do the dirty chores no one else wanted to do.

Although they lived in that house for years, they had their own way of doing things and never paid much attention to the others, for each of them believed they were more important to the business than any of the others.

Another group of four housemates spent a lot of time together.  They attempted to have a garden together in order to have food for themselves.  They considered themselves a kind of alternative community to the outside world.  But they were very different from one another.  One was crafty and was always trying to hoard the goods to himself.  One was proud and preferred to direct the others, but never did any work.  One was silent and was always hoeing off in a corner by herself.  Another was argumentive and kept insisting that she knew what a proper balanced diet was.  Each of them believed they were more gifted than the others, although there may had been a thing or two they could learn from each other.

Four other people lived together.  One was sneaky and was dealing drugs on the side.  Another was fickle and was always bringing new sexual partners to her bed.  Another was daring and was investing her money in new business ventures.  The fourth was timid and was always somewhat uncomfortable with the others.  Each of them did things their own way and they did not want to learn anything from each other.  Onwards to the end of their lives, they never understood each other and they all believed themselves more gifted than the others.

One more group of four people lived in the same house for a long time.  They had rather different characteristics.  One of them was outgoing and sociable; she was friendly to everyone she met and was always trying to hook different people together.  One was confident and rather proud of it; he never had any problems in life.  Another was authoritative and kept trying to make rules for the household.  The fourth was a loner and stayed in her room all the time, only coming out to eat or use the bathroom.  Despite the fact they had spent years in the house, they never really knew each other.  Each of them claimed to know the best way to run their lives.

Each individual is certainly different.  Each person follows his or her own path in life.  Why not be honest and acknowledge our differences?  It is silly to pretend to understand when we do not in actuality.  It is a rare thing when two people can truly communicate directly with heart and mind.  When this happens, a synthesis occurs and neither of the two are quite the same again.  By attempting to understand the different perspectives, neither praising nor condemning, one becomes open to the totality of life.  Our personality is a tiny little prison we lock ourselves into.  By breaking beyond the walls of our personality, we become freer.

“SUCCESS” VS. “FAILURE”

“Success” and “failure” are relative terms.  In the ultimate standpoint, these are merely conceptions of the human mind.  To attach the term “success” to some events and “failure” to other events is to misperceive the reality of things.  Those who seek “success” and wish to avoid “failure” will always be disappointed.

Those who “succeed” will often not know beforehand that a set of events called “success” will occur.  Those who “fail” will often not know beforehand that a set of events called “failure” will occur.  It is useless to anticipate how events will occur; it will only cause anxiety and apprehension.

If we can understand the relativity of “success” and “failure”, we will not be sad when things go “wrong” nor will we be overjoyed when things go “right”.  Undisturbed by such emotional swings, we can then deal with the problems of life in a calm and composed manner.  By seeing things in a truly objective way, we will not allow our subjective impressions get in the way.

There are many things which happen without our active intervention.  When the momentum of events is too strong, it is best to get out of the way and not be swept along by it.  The wise ones know when to act and when to stop.  By achieving objective consciousness, one can know which is which.  There are times when doing something too much are just as bad as doing too little.

One who accepts the natural flow of events will not be aroused by what is happening around him or her.  Such a person will not respond by such subjective emotions as anger or joy, attraction or repulsion, fear or calmness.  But a person who is not in tune with the natural flow of events will constantly be worrying about “success” or “failure”, “gain” or “loss”, “approval” or “rejection”.  Such a one will never be reassured that things are unfolding in precisely the pattern they must unfold in; this one will always feel tension and anxiety.

The balance of life and death are natural events.  If there were no death, there would be an overabundance of life and not enough resources to maintain all that lives.  Riches and poverty are but products of the times; cycles of abundance alternate with cycles of little.  It is useless to wonder whether our lives will be long or short, whether we will be rich or poor.  You must understand that such events come and go of themselves.  Worrying over it will not affect the outcome.

Those who accept the natural flow of events will be unconcerned about life and death, praise or blame.  People attempt to calculate the likelihood of “success” and “failure” in vain.  But the outcome of events is not affected by attempting to predict the outcome or acting as if unconcerned about the odds.  The odds are dependent upon a whole chain of an infinite number of events.  The slightest thing will throw the entire sequence in another direction from that predicted.  It is useless to attempt to predict and be anxious about the accuracy of predictions.  The nature of life is unpredictable.

THE FEAR OF DEATH

A tourist from a wealthy country was taking a vacation in a beautiful land in a southern clime, far from the chilly weather of his northern industrial country.  He was accompanied by a few servants he had hired to show him the sights, his wife and family, and his primary advisor, Yang-Yin.

He was sightseeing on a vast volcano called Ox Mountain.  He was high up and he could see for a long distance – a wide expanse of jungles, coffee plantations, slow, meandering rivers, the ocean in the distance.

He was suddenly overcome with a deep sadness and melancholy.   He could not quite comprehend where this feeling of sadness was coming from.  He should be happy, being a rich man and able to travel all over the world.  But he sighed and remarked:

“Ah, this is such a beautiful land!  Such a beautiful world this is with its blue skies and such an infinite variety of life and cultures!  I am now relatively healthy and able to afford to travel all over this world.  What a pity it is that I shall one day die and be forced to leave all this behind!  Ah, if only if death did not exist, then I should have this vast expanse of mountains and rivers forever!”  As he finished speaking, tears began to roll down his cheeks.  This display of emotion was unusual for one such as he for he was considered an iron-fisted maker of money where he came from.

The servants who were with him also began to weep.  To the one who paid them their meager salary, they said:  “My lord, we only live in one room shacks for a family of a dozen and eat coarse grains and whatever we can dig up from the ground.  We travel on donkeys, not cars.  We are not able, like you, to be able to travel all over the world, but you speak the truth, it is such a beautiful world and we should consider ourselves lucky to live in it!  How difficult it must be for one such as you to part with your fortune!”  They, too, began to profusely weep.

His wife and children wept, too, thinking what a loss it would be for them when the rich man left them behind.  Everyone, who was so happy at the outset of this sunny day, become morosely miserable at the thought of the loss that would come with death, that nobody would be around forever.  If only there were a way to reverse this!

However, despite this, Yang-Yin was quietly laughing to himself.  Then he began to giggle at this display of emotion everyone was showing.  He started to laugh outloud and was soon rolling on the ground bursting with loud belly laughs.

The tourist was outraged.  He turned to his advisor and asked:  “How can you laugh at a moment like this!  Look at the beauty of this land!  Isn’t it sad that we will all have to part with it one day.  You, too, should be overcome with sadness and be weeping with the rest of us!  Why are you laughing instead?”

Yang-Yin came to and commented:  “I find it amusing that all of you are so sad.  If everyone lived forever, ancient kings would still be around squabbling over their meager patches of land for the sake of their pride.  

“Suppose you had been an undistinguished peasant plowing the field, worrying both whether you will have enough to eat and whether you will have enough of a tithe to pay the noblemen so your bit of land won’t get taken away from you!  Would you not, under such circumstances, wish you could die and get it over with?  

“Instead, you are the citizen of the wealthiest country in the world with more prized possessions than those kings ever had.  Yet you cry like a coward who is afraid of dying.  You and all others must die to make room for future generations to evolve further than what we can now conceive!  Seeing a fool urged on by other fools, I cannot but laugh at such a collective folly!”

“When we are doing well, we do not want to die and leave it behind.  But if our lives are miserable and full of suffering, we often want to end it all.  But neither joy nor misery lasts.  

“It is silly to wish to live forever.  Would you not be utterly bored with your life a million years from now?  Nor is it good to wish to die immediately.  There is always something better coming around the corner.  We are be happy today and sad tomorrow.  It is all a cycle.  Neither cling to life nor embrace death.  These come along at their own pace.”

When the rich man heard this, he was ashamed.  He apologized for his outburst and saw that there could be another way to look at things.  Since then, he ceased to be attached to life or worried about the loss that would come with death.

“DEATH” IS NOT A LOSS

Once there was a man whose only son died of a sudden illness.  Though he loved his son very much, he did not mourn for his son, nor was he sad about it.  His friends and immediate family were baffled about this odd behavior.  

After the funeral, they asked him:  “Your only son is dead.  Your wife is too old to bear you any more children.  You will not be able to continue your family line and no one will live after you to carry your genes.  You should be utterly heartbroken about this.  So why do you act as if nothing had happened?”

The man looked at the earth where his son had been buried.  Soon there would be worms there and birds will eat the worms and some predator will eat the birds.  All of them would die to feed the plants and animals will eat the plants.  It all goes around in an endless cycle.

He replied:  “Before my son came, I had no son.  Before I had a son, I was not heartbroken then.  Now, yet again, I have no son.  So why should I be heartbroken now?”

We have no control over how our lives turn out or the nature of our death.  It would be best if we make the best of our limited time in this realm.  It is ridiculous to get wrapped up about social conventions.  It is absurd to work so hard for material wealth when the day will come when we die and part with all of it.  It is futile to seek fame because no matter how much fame you achieve, even if it be worldwide, you will ultimately be forgotten.  Do you think anyone will be remembered millions of years from now?  

Everything is replaceable, including ourselves.  It is useless to attempt to achieve the most immaculate health of the body, when the body must inevitably part.  Nor do we  want to abuse the health of the body which sustains us in this realm.  The body is a very useful tool for experiencing what there is in this physical world.  We must use it as a scientist would use a telescope or microscope to see what he could not otherwise see.

Names, titles, social status, and reputation are all empty.  It is useless to waste our precious time on this planet for such useless pursuits.  Nor do we need to be ascetic.  It is perfectly okay to experience the pleasures of this realm – as long as all things are done in moderation.  

It is no crime to be comfortable – as long as it is not done at the expense of someone else’s comfort.  It is better to learn how to be comfortable with little – a bed, a chair, a roof over one’s head, sufficient food to eat, a sexual partner, some mode of entertainment, all of these are quite sufficient.  People have the illusion that one needs a mansion to be truly comfortable.  We only destroy our souls when we climb the social ladder at the expense of others and at the expense of true happiness.

A NAME IS NOTHING…

TITLES ARE EMPTY

A sage was traveling in a country of high mountains and roaring rivers.  He happened to know a friend in the area and stayed awhile with him.

One day the sage and his friend were taking a walk along a path following a roaring river.  At noontime, they sat and munched on a lunch of nuts and dried fruits.  Sitting on a rock, they watched a waterfall far below.  They had been discussing matters of a philosophical vein, so his friend asked:  “Why are people not satisfied with who they are?  Why do they want social recognition?”

The sage replied nonchalantly:  “They have been taught that this is a desirable goal from childhood onwards.  This belief is what sustains the culture we exist in.  If people did not seek social recognition, this culture would dissolve and then people would not know how to behave.  They are taught that social recognition will make them rich because people with high social recognition tend to be well-supported in this culture.”

“Why is it that after they become rich, they are still not satisfied?  Surely this would be a sufficient thing in itself!”

“One thing leads to another.  After one has wealth, one will get carried away and want more wealth.  The way to achieve this is to have political power.  Those who have political power have both a tremendous amount of social recognition and wealth – as well as considerable clout.”

“But it seems when they have political power, they yet remain unsatisfied.”

“Then they want to achieve ultimate law and order.  They want everyone to act as puppets according to their whims.  They want everyone to worship them both while they are alive and go down in history as a famous political leader.”

“But you are going to die anyway, whether you have all this or not.  So what is the use of planning for things that happen afterward?”

“Who knows?  Perhaps they are worried about their grandchildren’s lineage.  They hope they will leave a great family name which will pass on for generations to come.”

“How can a name and title affect the welfare of your descendents?”

“People are deluded into believing that if they have a good reputation, then their descendents will be also respected.  However, there are quite a few people who had a good reputation who lost their jobs or businesses because of economic forces beyond their control; they are homeless and their descendents despise them.  Honesty, virtue, and riches do not often go hand in hand.  There are quite a few virtuous people who are dismally poor and there are many dishonest deceiving people who are rich and well-known.  More often than not, a good liar is a wealthy man.  A humble person may gain respect in his or her community, but will not rise one iota in rank or political power.”

They continued to gaze at the waterfall below.  Many are those who had drowned in this river, swept away by strong currents impossible to swim against, their bodies crushed on the cruel rocks below.

The sage continued:  “So we have a paradox here.  Honesty and humility will not get you power and rank, though it may get you a good reference letter for a low-paying job.  On the other hand, to be rich and powerful, you will need to let go of your scruples and be a good liar and pretend to be more out-going than you really are.  Such people lose their souls for the sake of  becoming rich and famous – only to lose it all at the end of their lives.  With their final breath, they will perhaps become conscious of how unreal it all was.”

His friend nodded and believed he had understood.  He said:  “I see what you mean.  Our political leaders are lecherous and extravagant.  Every day we read stories in the news about foul acts they were caught at and adamantly denied.  They have such political clout they can determine what the news media say about them, so their dishonesty goes unnoticed.  Yet candidates who are far more idealistic usually lose.  Or they may win, but they become just as corrupt as those they replaced.  Rarely, we may get a good person who leads the land who can withstand the forces of corruption.  These are the ones who have fame that lasts beyond their lifetimes.

“Does this not indicate that the one who has power now may not leave a good name behind, but the one who is poor and powerless now may end up having a good reputation?  Surely the good ones are rewarded in the end!”

The sage shook his head.  He patiently went on:  “You do not get my point here.  It is not that being humble and poor will get you recognition -- nor that being powerful will leave you a bad name.  This happens occasionally, but not often.  

“People are caught up between whether you get power and social recognition now and give up your good name forever – or you suffer and sacrifice now and get a good name later.  Neither is worthwhile.  A name is nothing and titles are empty.  Many of your so-called virtuous leaders are merely very good at hiding their schemes.  They may be playing a game of acting as though they are humble, in order to win fame.

“There are those who choose to live lives as hermits in distant places.  They do this rather than serve the corruption of society and live independently of it.  They live on the edge of existence yet the quality of their experience far surpasses that of the wealthiest ones on this planet.  They give not a hoot what happens to descendents or whether they become famous or not, yet somehow they achieve a recognition no one else does.  They are highly admired for their integrity.  Yet this does not affect them.

“This is true freedom.”

LIFE IS A TEMPORARY COMING...

DEATH IS A TEMPORARY LEAVING...

IT ALL GOES AROUND IN A CIRCLE

Here are the immortal words of the Great Sage, Ah-Choo:

“If you lived to be a hundred years old, that is considered a very lucky thing.  Relative to the length of time humans normally live, it is considered to be a “long” life.  But, compared with the length and time of the coming and going of this universe, a hundred years is but a flicker.  

“Childhood and old age take up a couple of decades of this life.  At least a third of this life span, this person has been fast asleep.  Another third of the able years of this person are spent working - generally in a state of daydreaming and boredom which we can call ‘waking sleep’.  Another third of this time, the average person is idling time away in a similar state of boredom and daydreaming.  Rarely does the average person ‘come to’ and experience what is around.  Most people spend all their time in a state of anxiety, confusion, suffering, and sadness.  There is little time the average person is truly awake.  So a hundred years is not very long at all.

“The one who experienced his or her life with utter intensity and only lives to be a few decades has lived a far longer life than these who live to be a hundred and just plod through their existence in a sleepy daze.  The literal length of time means nothing.

“People are deluded into believing they can find some sort of satisfaction in good food, fine clothes, lively music, drink, drugs, sexual pleasure with numerous partners, and the such.  However, when they have such things, they are never quite satisfied.  No matter what it is, as soon as they have it, they always want something more.  Deep inside themselves, they feel something missing, that happiness cannot be conjured up by gratification of sheer sensual desires.

“Society has set up a series of rewards which go beyond material pleasures.  These include such abstractions as titles, social recognition, status, and political power.  People are hypnotized by myths and media that such things will give some kind of fulfillment.  Attracted by these prizes and goaded on by social pressures, people spend their short lives wearing out body and mind to chase after such illusions - like the fool who runs and runs to capture the rainbow – before it disappears.  

“After considerable sweat and loss of inner integrity, they may at last gain some title or have their names in print or their faces in the media.  But they have given up something very important in exchange.  No longer can they see, hear, act, feel, or think from their hearts.  They have lost touch with the inner voice of their souls.  In the end, they have spent their lives following other people’s demands and have never lived a life of their own.  They are prisoners to what other people expect of them.

“Life is only a temporary sojourn in this physical world, and death is but a temporary departure.  In never-ending forms, we return again and again from the same source.  Since our time is short, we should listen to the voice of our soul and follow our hearts.  Be free and live your own life!  Why follow other people’s rules and live to please others?  When something enjoyable comes along, enjoy it fully – but do not knock yourself out trying to get it!  Do not be a slave to name or title.  Social conventions will lead you away from the natural order of things.  It really isn’t going to matter whether you are remembered in generations to come, for you are not going to be there to see it anyway.

“Do not allow yourself to be manipulated by other people just to get a name and reputation.  Let your life be guided by your own heart.  Fame and recognition are but a burden.  Be anonymous and be free.”

LIFE IS VARIETY...

DEATH IS UNITY...

VARIETY = UNITY...

Many things happen in our lives…

But death brings us back to the source.

Some people are born wealthy…

Others are born poor.

Some are born with intelligence…

Others can only comprehend so much…

Some people are surrounded by fame and recognition…

Others remain unknown.

Many are our differences…

But death reduces us all to a pile of bones.

The circumstances we find ourselves in…

Are determined by a pattern beyond our comprehension.

We have no say in the environment we are born into…

Things come and go of themselves…

This is the natural order.

We may attempt to alter our circumstances…

Whatever we do or don’t do…

Is another level of our circumstances.

Death will affect us, one way or the other… 

You may live out your years peacefully to the end of your natural lifespan…

Or you may abruptly die violently at an early age.

It does not matter whether you are respectable or unconventional…

Whether you are good or unscrupulous…

Whether you are rich or poor…

Whether you are famous or unknown…

This body you inhabit will be gone…

And with it the personality shell you built so carefully.

That which you believe you are…

Has never existed.

Experience this world to the utmost!

You are the eyes of God!

It is by you that the universe sees itself!

Enjoy this brief instant while it lasts!

You are the consciousness…

With which the universe is aware of itself.

RICHES WILL CORRUPT YOU...

POVERTY WILL CORRUPT YOU...

GO THE MIDDLE WAY.


Once upon a time, there was a poor man who got poorer and poorer.  He wore his poverty like a badge of honor, remarking: “It is surely the will of God that I am so poor and a test of my integrity!”  He looked upon others, who were not so poor, as inferior beings and he would get a great reward in heaven and he would become very enlightened for his poverty.  Eventually he starved to death and was carted off to a pauper’s grave.  The few friends he had remembered him as a zealot and a snob.

Once there was wealthy man whose riches made him richer.  No matter how rich he became, his greed made him desire to possess the entire world.  He wore his wealth like a badge of honor, remarking:  “It is certainly the manifest destiny of God that I am so rich and a reward for my persistence in taking advantage of opportunities!”  He looked upon others, who were not so rich, as inferior beings for not grabbing things like he did.  Eventually, the stress of his hardworking life caused him to have a heart attack.  Many people from far and wide came to his elaborate funeral, but they were all secretly glad he was gone.

BEING GOOD TO YOURSELF


Achoo asked Hanging Loose what the ancients meant by “cultivating life”.

Hanging Loose replied:  “To cultivate life is to take care of yourself.  It means living freely and not putting limitations on yourself.”

“Perhaps you could elaborate on this.”

“Allow your eyes to see that which is really there…

Not what others pressure you to see.  

Allow your ears to hear the subtle nuances…

Not what everyone else appears to be hearing.  

Allow your mouth to speak your mind freely…

Do not be constrained by what others think.  

“If you are unable to think, sense, feel, or act freely…

You are doing great harm to your body and mind…

Your body and mind will strike back at you…

In the form of mental or physical illness. 

“Dig these oppressions out at their roots…

As though they were weeds in a garden.  

Allow your true creativity and inner intelligence grow…

Like the initial green shoots from the seeds.  

Cultivate the garden of your life.  

In the end you will find…

A wonderful variety of flowers and fruits.

“When you can cultivate life…

Then death will not disturb you…

For you will feel your life has been spent well.  

If you can manage to weed out these oppressions for one day…

This is better than a hundred years being imprisoned by these limitations.”

Hanging Loose stopped speaking.  He fed a squirrel some corn from a bag.  He then said to Achoo:  “I have talked about cultivating life.  You should not take my word for it for an instant and see what is happening for yourself.  What can you tell me about taking care of death?”

“Death, as well as life, is a thing which comes when it comes.  What is there to take care of?”

Hanging Loose stood around tapping his foot as though waiting for more.  Achoo gave in:  “When I am dead, I won’t be there to experience it, will I?  I will not know anything.  It matters little whether you throw me in the sea, leave me to die of thirst in a desert, push me over a cliff, bury me in a grave, or scatter my ashes to the four winds.  I would have no idea whether you dressed me up in an expensive suit or wrapped me in a burlap bag.  It will all be one whether I have a monument reaching to the skies or an unmarked stone.  Why worry about what happens after your body dies?”

“What about the survival of consciousness?”

“Perhaps there will be some remnant of surviving consciousness or perhaps there will not.  Perhaps we will go to be born in other forms or perhaps we will not.  Maybe we will experience a wonderful paradise for living a virtuous life or a horrendous vale of torture for a living life of selfishness and sin.  Maybe there will not be any of that.  Perhaps worms will eat out our brains and roots will suck on the marrow from our bones.  We will know that when it happens.  Until then, it is all useless speculation.

“Consciousness is far more pervasive than we are taught to believe.  Dead or alive, consciousness goes on in countless forms – and in utter formlessness.”

“We have said all there is to say about the way to live and the way to die.”

Achoo and Hanging Loose walked away on an endless path towards the sun’s journey into the west lands.

MADMAN OR ENLIGHTENED MAN?

Shining Shoes was an extremely wealthy man.  He was a descendent of Fluttering Butterfly, a student of Withered Leaf.  He was an extremely successful businessman.  Shining Shoes inherited a huge fortune from his ancestors and he did not have to work hard to make money, since it just worked for him.  He was thus able to enjoy a good life and followed wherever his fancy led him.

He had a huge mansion built of finest materials designed by a famous architect and decorated by the most skillful of artisans.  It was perched upon a high hill and overlooked a vast view.  It was a landmark which could be seen from everywhere and aroused awe from those who gazed upon its beauty.

He ate the best of gourmet foods brought from all parts of the world.  He wore clothes of the highest quality.  He traveled in comfortable helicopters and jets.  He was accompanied by the most lovely of mistresses.

Shining Shoes went after anything that excited his senses, aroused his curiosity, and stimulated his mind.  He collected rare artifacts and treasures from foreign countries.  He traveled to exotic places.  He was entertained by the best musicians and dancers of the time.  Paintings by the best artists hung in every room of his mansion.  He did not deny himself anything.  He was wealthy and extravagant and was envied by even the most successful of politicians and corporation leaders.

Unlike many who are wealthy, Shining Shoes was never stingy with his money.  He was generous and spent it freely on others who came to him in need.    He threw huge parties and invited bums off the street to share the best foods and finest entertainment.  Distant relatives, acquaintances, friends, neighbors, all the people in the community were invited to his home.  His generosity was so great that not a needy person was found in the city where he lived nor in the entire area.  He turned away no one who came to him in need.  There was plenty of food and plenty of room to share in his mansion.

When Shining Shoes was sixty years old, his health began to fail.  He decided it was time to make a change, for death would take him in the years to come.  He gave away all his possessions to the poorest people in the area, leaving not a thing for his children or grandchildren.  Within a year, this rich man had become poor and destitute.  He could not even afford to call a doctor when he was ill.  When he died, there was no money to take care of his mortal remains.  

However, those who had benefited from this man’s great generosity, chose to do a favor in return.  They collected a special trust fund to both give him a proper burial and returned some of the wealth to his surviving family.  All wept profusely at his funeral.

When word about this got around to a prominent scholar, he remarked:  “Shining Shoes is a madman!  Only a madman would give up all his wealth for an aimless goal!  Fluttering Butterfly would tremble with despair if he had known one of his descendents would come to this!”

Another philosopher laughed out loud.  “Shining Shoes is surely an enlightened man!  He is a chip off the block of his ancestor, Fluttering Butterfly!  What a clever thing to do!”

TWO BROTHERS:  THE WORKING MAN VS. THE SLACKER

There was a politician who had two brothers.  Whereas he spent his energies on strengthening his domain and keeping chaos at bay, these two brothers indulged in all that would gratify the senses.

One of these brothers had a brewery and a large warehouse in the back of his mansion where he stored thousands of bottles of strong wine and whiskey.  It smelled like a brewery from blocks away.  He also had plantations far to the south where he grew acres upon acres of marijuana and coca plants.  He was constantly inviting people from all over and they freely passed around pipes, bottles, and lines of cocaine.  There was loud and raucous music at all hours of the night.  He couldn’t care less whether order or chaos reigned or if everything in his house was taken away by thieves.  He couldn’t recognize friends or relatives.  Nor did he give a damn whether he lived or died.

The other brother had a dozen rooms in the house where he had recruited a group of beautiful willing mistresses.  He essentially ran a whorehouse and invited people over to indulge in orgies.  He constantly stayed in his harem and had sex at all hours of the night in all kinds of positions with all kinds of people.  Often he was unconcerned whether they were male or female.  When he was thus sexually aroused, he spent months with the women, never bothering to come out to meet friends and relatives or participate in family business.  When reveling in such sexual pleasure, he was utterly oblivious to the outside world.  He could care less whether order or chaos reigned; often he preferred the latter.

The politician was quite concerned about this kind of behavior in his brothers.  It would not make him look good when he ran for re-election.  Media reporters might get a whiff of this and make a scandal about it which would drive him out of office.  It was okay to do this kind of thing if you were very discreet, but to be so blatant just won’t do.

He consulted with a fellow colleague about this.  This associate could be sarcastic and snide at times, but he was known for his keen observations and ability to resolve problems.

The politician said:  “I am very worried about my two brothers.  It does not look good on me if such things go on in my own family.  How can I advocate laws enforcing the new morality if my own two brothers are breaking every law in the book?  I will be a laughingstock in the country and people will ignore me!  Can you suggest anything that would get my two irresponsible brothers to behave more properly?”

The advisor replied:  “Yes, I have noted their uncanny behavior as well.  I was wondering when you were going to get around to doing something about it.  I would find a good occasion to tell them about the need to get their lives together.  Do not do this while they are indulging in their excessive pleasures.  Find a time when they are receptive to your advice.  Tell them they are ultimately damaging their health and their spiritual growth.  Perhaps this will convince them to change their lifestyles.  I cannot promise anything, however.  When people are on a particular trend, it is very difficult to pull them from it.”

One day the politician happened to find his brothers taking a break from getting drunk and indulging in sexual pleasures.  They were sitting on a bench in the lawn, laughing and comparing pleasures from the night before.  He sat next to them to talk to them about their lives:

“The forces of heaven have made us more evolved than mere animals in dignity and intelligence.  We are thus bound to live up to this and behave accordingly.  We must be a good example to the rest of society if we are to expect the people of this great nation to be good citizens.

“If you only live to satisfy your senses, this makes you no more than animals.  In fact, your extreme indulgence makes you worse than animals, for no animal takes more than what is moderate for its needs.  Drugs, alcohol, and sex will damage your health in the long run, and when you find yourself weak and wasted away by your pleasures, you will surely be sorry.  Stop harming yourself and become responsible, moral citizens.  I will give you a good position in government if you stop this nonsense right now.”

His two brothers only laughed with mirth.  The politician turned beet-red with anger.  How dare they react to his words like this!  

Finally one of the brothers, the drunkard, stopped laughing long enough to say:  “Do you think we are not aware of the damages of these things?  My, how acute my hangovers are every morning and my brother often feels like his poor pecker is about to fall off at times!  We are aware that life is short, and we intend to enjoy every second of it with whatever we have now.”

The other brother said:  “You, big brother, suppress what you want to maintain your rank and power.  Day and night, you belabor your body and mind for these things.  We are addicted to sex, drugs, and drink – but you are addicted to power.  The more you have, the more you want!  Don’t think we don’t know of your plans to take over the nation and then the whole world!  But in the end, that will damage your health,  age you before your appointed time, and make you weak and wasted.”

“You are proud of your achievements and now you want us to be like you.  You want us to believe what you believe.  And you want everyone else in the country to be likewise.  You entice us with titles and political power, but we know such things only bring burden and trouble.”

“Your true motive for your exhortations is that our lifestyles are embarrassing to your own precious reputation.  You need a immaculate reputation to maintain your hold over the people.  So now you are so desperate to reform us before it is too late.  If you did not have such power, I wonder if you would be trying so hard to change us?

“I suggest that you observe yourself carefully.  You are the most powerful politician in this country and you maintain some semblance of order by increasing taxes to enforce laws that get more and more absurd every year.  Before you know it, you will be making laws about blowing your nose in public or proper table manners!  And you will send police out to enforce these laws!

“Meanwhile, you are tired and haggard.  Have you not seen how you have aged since you took this office?  You have damaged body and mind because you are so anxious about keeping the country in order.  In order to maintain this precious reputation of yours, you damage your heart by suppressing your own natural inclinations.  When is the last time you just laid back and relaxed.  Perhaps a good lay or a drink or two would do you good!

“You have kept law and order quite well, but you have not won people’s hearts.  They do what you want, not because they respect you, but because they fear you!  And they secretly hate you for how miserable you are making their lives.

“We, on the other hand, may be wild and unruly, but at least we are being true to ourselves.  We do not need to put up a front to gain respect.  We have never been involved in dirty politics and sat for hours in tightly closed conference rooms cooking up malicious schemes.  We have never bombed helpless people in other countries to increase our own power.  We have never jailed people for disobeying absurd laws about proper behavior.

“Can you say this about yourself?  If you cannot, then it is not we who should take your advice, but you who should take ours!”

ALL BEINGS MUST PASS

Someone once asked the Great Sage, Achoo:  “Tell me, O Venerable One, what do you think of people who pray and pay for immortality?”

Achoo giggled fiercely as he caused a bird in the distance to take a quick dip then rise again.  He spat and a plant with rainbow-colored leaves rose.  He replied:

“Praying and paying is useless.  There is nothing one can do to have physical immortality.  Only the Source of this Universe is timeless, spaceless.  The Universes come and they go, like the limited beings within it, but the Source is without time.”

“One can at least have a long life, can one not?”

“The length of life and the time of death have a course of their own.  It is not something we can ask for, hope for, or control.  You may resolve to live as healthy a life as possible, and still you can abruptly die from unforeseen circumstances.  You may take precautions to protect your life, yet some malicious force may get through to you anyway.  There are no guarantees you will keep it.  Your death may happen today or decades from now.

“How much of it can you stand anyway?  Joy and sorrow, gain and loss, war and peace, good government and bad repeat themselves in cycles throughout history.  What is the point of living a hundred years just to see the same things come and go?  Would it be worth it to live a thousand years, a million years?  Surely you would be bored stiff with the whole thing by then!  Sooner or later, you would welcome death as a novel experience to end it all!”

His student was becoming exasperated:  “If life is so bad, why not just kill yourself and end it right here and now!”

“It is just as unnatural to end one’s life as it is to extend it indefinitely.  When you live, accept the course of life.  When you die, do not struggle against it and go with it peacefully.  Life and death come by themselves.  That is part of the cycle of coming and going.  Allow these things to run their course.  Do not attempt to speed or delay them.  Approach each experience like one new born seeing it for the first time.”

WHY ARE WE HERE?

Achoo was once speaking to an audience by the Jaded River.  He said:  “The sage, Poo-Poo Pie, refused to sacrifice his body and mind to benefit society.  He left the doings of the human species and went off into the mountains of the North Lands to be a hermit.  He lived a life of peace and contentment.

“Yet Yo Yo Boy went the other way.  He sacrificed everything he could to help society.  He got everyone’s respect, but became crippled by his responsibility.  In his attempts to rise to the top to be in a position to make change, things simply became more complicated.  By creating laws that all people should be treated with respect, thus enforcing morality, he created a society just as totalitarian as the one he replaced.  People were no longer good because they chose to be; they were good because they were afraid of the law.

“There are ancients who say if people did not sacrifice a single strand of their hair to save the world, then the world would be a better and less complicated place.

“The stages of evolution proceed when they are ready.  Nothing can make things happen before their time.”

A rather sardonic student then asked of Achoo:  “If plucking a strand of hair from your body could help the world, would you refuse to do it?”

Achoo shook his head emphatically.  “The world would never be helped by a strand of this long stringy hair of mine.  It would but blow away in the winds of time to rot away with my remains.”

“But let’s suppose it could.  Wouldn’t you do it?”

Achoo was silent.  He gazed at an otter playing in the waters of the Jaded River.  He seemed to be listening to something no one else could hear.

Later on, this skeptical inquirer ran into one of Achoo’s friends.  He recounted this exchange he had with Achoo.  He wondered if the friend would have something to add.

Achoo’s friend said:  “You do not understand his point.  Let me ask you this.  Let us suppose someone offered you ten thousand pieces of gold to cut a piece of skin off your body.  Would you do it?”

“I think I would.  As long it did not threaten my health or life.”

“However, let us say you are offered a kingdom by losing your right arm, would you do it?”

The inquirer was silent for a moment.  He seemed to be thinking very hard about it.  He could not decide which was more valuable, the arm or the kingdom.

Achoo’s friend then said:  “You see, a strand of hair is nothing compared to a piece of flesh.  A piece of flesh is negligible compared to a limb.  And you had to choose between your life or a limb, I wonder which you would choose?  What good would it do to exchange your life for the entire world?

RUNNING AN ENTERPRISE IS LIKE TENDING A FLOCK OF SHEEP

Achoo once remarked to a harried mother with a dozen kids:  “Running a household is quite straight-forward.  It is as easy as juggling.  Once you get the hang of it, it is effortless.”

The mother said:  “How dare you tell me how to run my own family!  I have to tend to these kids, constantly running around, work at a fulltime job, cook meals, clean the house, run errands, among many other things.  You do not work and you cannot manage your own family affairs or clear your garden of weeds.”

Achoo was not daunted.  He said:  “Have you ever seen a shepherd at work?  He can control several hundred sheep by training a dog to prod them around by barking at the right places.  Thus the entire flock will move in the direction he wants them to go.  But, if you were to attempt to lead each sheep individually, you would not be able to get the flock moving.  Instead, they would wander hither and thither, out of your control.

“Fish so large they would swallow a small boat do not swim in streams.  High-flying birds do not land on small ponds.  Why is this?  It is only because only wide-open spaces can match the stature and power of these animals.  Similarly, you do not see northern fir trees growing in warm climates nor do you see tropical plants growing where it is cold and gusty.  

“You use the right kind of knife to cut the right kind of meat, do you not?  And you do not tell your children scary ghost tales to put them to sleep; you tell them happy stories with happy endings.

“To run an enterprise, one sees the details and the big picture simultaneously.  To get lost in either perspective, is to lose track of the whole thing.”

The mother was satisfied and went away with her children in peace.  All of the children grew up to be both wise and practical and supported her well in her old age.

THINGS ARE NOT AS PERMANENT AS WE THINK THEY ARE

Things that have occurred thousands of years ago…

Are now forgotten.  

Things that happened in ancient times…

Have become transformed into myths.  

Things that have happened hundreds of years ago…

Are twisted out of proportion.  

Things that were a big deal to you in your childhood…

No longer interest you in your adult years.  

Things that were important to you in your youth…

Do not interest you in your middle years.  

Things that were important in your middle years…

Are not so important as you wait for death.

Much occurs between ancient times and present times.  

Sages and tyrants come and go.  

People have made brief appearances on the stage of history…

Only to go on to be forgotten.  

We have intelligent people, foolish people… 

Kind people, cruel people, good people, bad people…

They come and go.  

Now we don’t know who they were or what they did.  

Does it matter now what rank and position they occupied in society?

What good is it to sacrifice your happiness and peace of mind…

To go after something ephemeral and transitory?

Our time on this planet is short.  

We do not own our lives.  

When the active and passive attractive energies interact…

We come into existence.  

When these energies go their separate ways…

We disappear into blankness.  

Appreciate the gift your aliveness!  

Do not be attached to any step along the way…

There are higher stages of evolution yet to come.  

Do not waste this existence!

Merge with the Creative Intelligence…

Only in this is true immortality.

LONGEVITY, FAME, SOCIAL STATUS, AND WEALTH

It is amusing how people work themselves to exhaustion…

For four major things – longevity, fame, social status, and wealth.  

The blue jays, chipmunks, and trees laugh themselves silly…

When they observe these frantic antics of humans…

They just take things day by day.

People do not know these four things…

Only bring problems and anxiety.  

When you have longevity…

You will constantly be afraid of illness or malevolent circumstances. 

When you have fame…

You will constantly fear for the loss of your reputation.  

When you have social status… 

You will be worried about shifts in politics or business.  

When you have wealth…

You will fear for the loss of your income.  

Only those who have true intelligence…

Can see through the illusions of longevity, fame, social status, and wealth.  

If such things happen to come their way…

They are not burdened by anxiety and fear…

It is only the inner wealth of intelligence and creativity that is boundless.  

If nothing is at stake…

There is nothing to worry about.  

If you do not care about longevity…

You will have no fear of physical death.  

If you don’t care for fame…

You won’t be concerned about how you appear to others.  

If you are not interested in social status… 

You will not be bothered by where you stand in society.  

If you are not possessive about money…

You will not tire body and mind to accumulate and keep it.  

You will have no need to envy others.  

You can follow your own principles.

You can be true to yourself.  

This is a far greater thing to have than all these other things.

There was a story about a poor man who could not afford a good coat.  In the winter he was chilly and shivered in alleyways, but when spring came and shone warmly on his neck and arms, it was bliss.  He told his friends about this:  “It is amazing to know how wonderful it is to feel the warmth of the spring sun on your back.  I shall go and present this secret to the richest man in the country.  Surely I will be well rewarded for my discovery!”  

It is better to eat a simple meal…

Than to eat in a gourmet restaurant.  

It is better to sit in a creaky chair than a plush armchair.  

It is better to wear used clothes than the highest fashions.  

It is better to live in an apartment than a mansion.

The best society is where all get equal reward and status.

When there is no system of reward, there will be no competition.  

Without competition, people are working with one another…

Rather than against one another.  

When people do not try to pull one another down… 

People are true to themselves.

Dispense with reputation…

Then you are free from care.  

Reputation comes and goes.  

See what is real.

Find the balance where enough is comfortable

Know when you have enough.

Live your life in simplicity.

When you work yourself to exhaustion…

You are trying to possess more than you need.

Sit still and find what is within…

Appreciate the clouds in the sky…

The colors of the sunset…

The tinkling waters of a stream…

The breathing of your body…

This is the very opposite of effort. 

THE VALUE OF COINCIDENCES

When one thing follows another…

We call them cause and effect.  

We connect one thing with the other.  

If one sneezes and it rains, one might believe sneezing causes rain.  

If one always sees clouds bundling up prior to a storm…

Clouds must cause storms.  

One event is a reaction to the other.  

If we believe someone deserved their ill luck or great fortune…

We call it a reaction to their prior actions.  

If two events with no connection occur simultaneously…

We call this coincidence.

Our perception is limited…

There is often other connections between cause and effect…

And the effect comes around to cause the cause…

Who knows where one ends and the other begins?

Our belief systems determine how we explain things.

What we want to believe makes us attribute meanings that are nonexistent.

Things happen and we give them the causes we choose.

We attempt to fit in things that support our beliefs…

And we ignore the things which don’t.

There is nothing which is not ultimately connected with the other…

Events are not as separate as they appear to be.

Everything causes everything else.

Everything is an effect of everything else.

ACTION AND REACTION

Ah-So was studying with his teacher, Hi-Ho.

“Before you understand what it means to act, you need to know what it means to react,” said Hi-Ho.

“Can you tell me more about this?”

“Your very question was a reaction.”

Another time, Ah-So was walking with Hi-Ho in the late afternoon along the Jaded River.  Hi-Ho suddenly said:  “Turn around and look at your shadow.”

Ah-So did so and looked at his shadow which was very long in the late afternoon light.  It was a giant which had grown from his feet.  When he bent, the shadow was also bent.  When he straightened up, so did his shadow.  Ah-So noted that this shadow had no control over its own movement and simply reacted as he did.

Ah-So then said:  “My shadow copies my every motion.  It has no will of its own.  It is like an image in a mirror.”

Hi-Ho explained:  “What you see is the state of most people and beings in this world.  They also are like our shadows, reacting to events of the world.  We are not the movers of events; we can only respond to situations.  Whether we should be active or passive does not depend on what we want to do, but what the situation calls for.  Those who believe they are active agents in the world are merely passively reacting to circumstances.”

Ah-So suddenly began to walk around in circles.  Then he hopped away like a rabbit.

Hi-Ho smiled.  This student was learning fast.

Hi-Ho said to Ah-So:  “If you are good to others, others will be good to you.  If you harm others, you will eventually be harmed.  Your actions produce reactions that follow you like shadows.  We are going through life in a constant barrage of shadow-boxing and none can escape their shadow.  Just as a tall person’s shadow is tall and a short person’s shadow is short, so will ugly words produce shadows of ugly words and good intentions will produce shadows of good reactions.  Every action produces a shadow of a reaction and every cause produces a shadow of an effect.”

Ah-So speculated:  “Perhaps there are times when good intentions produce ill reactions.  What if someone wants to change someone for their own good and that person lashes out in anger?”

“There are exceptions to every rule.  Rules are not absolute.”

“Perhaps there is a case where reactions do not come from an action.  Perhaps there is an action which has no effect.  Perhaps there are effects with no cause.  Somewhere there must be such a thing.  Before the universe is, there is a realm of no causes and no effects.”

“Only those who can see beyond cause and effect know this.

“In the limited world, the rule of causes and effects holds true.  If you love someone, that someone is bound to love you back.  If someone hates you, you are likely to hate that person.  This is the typical way people react.

“The sage is careful about actions because people react rather predictably.  The sage makes himself unpredictable.  In his inactivity, he is active.  In his actions, he is inactive.  He is the center of the world, yet without a center.”

“In the depths of the night, there is no shadow.”

WHY DO PEOPLE FOLLOW THE PATH OF THE SOURCELESS SOURCE?

Once someone asked Ah-So:  “What is the point of following the path of the sourceless source?  Will such make them wealthy?  But, surely our chances of gaining wealth would be greater by constantly playing the lottery or the stock market, then winning it?  Why follow the sourceless source?

Ah-So replied:  “Many are the politicians and businesspeople who fell because they placed such importance on riches and power.  If you spend your life pushing, shoving, and grabbing, then you are no better than wild animals.  Even wild animals only take what they need of nature, rather than wrecking it for fortune and power!  How can you respect yourself if you act worse than the wild beasts?”

HITTING THE MARK

Ah-So had been practicing archery for many years.  He was not very good at it and kept missing his target.  Over the years, he got closer and closer.  Finally, one day, he hit the target right on the mark.  He was very exultant about this.  However, when he continued, he missed the target again.

He went to Fluttering Butterfly, a great archer who could make his arrow fly every which way before it smacked into the target in the center of the circle.  Ah-So inquired:  “I have been practicing archery for many years and I just can’t seem to get it.  Do you have any suggestions for me?”

Fluttering Butterfly calmly observed a pair of mating dragonflies.  They had been doing that for days.  “What about that time you did hit the target?  What was going on inside you?”

“I’m not sure.  It was different that time.  I wasn’t trying to hit it right.  It was like the arrow was telling me what to do, how to pull it.  I wasn’t there any more.  I lost my sense of willing it and it happened quite freely.”

“Remember this and return to your practice.  Do not take pride when you hit the target.  You are the target.”

Ah-So practiced for three years.  Finally, it got so he could hit the target every time.  He did not take pride in this.  It simply happened like the birds flying south in the winter.

He went to Fluttering Butterfly who seemed intent on the clouds in the sky.  He was tending his garden which was full of exultant flowers.  “Do you understand why you are able to hit the target?”

“It is the target which hits the arrow.”

A butterfly landed on the nose of the Fluttering Butterfly.  He observed it cross-eyed.  “Go and apply that to your life.”

CHOOSING THE RIGHT PERSON FOR THE JOB

A woman was trying to choose the right person to work with her on a special project.  A new position was created to accommodate this need.  She had been seeking someone for a year, but could not quite settle on who would be right.  There were some with excellent qualifications, but would not be quite appropriate for the position.  There were some with a prime resume but who seemed somewhat emotionally unstable.  

She went to Ah-So.  He was considered a good advisor.  Ah-So listened to her dilemma and then said:

“You have a very common problem which applies whether one is trying to find a spouse, a friend, or someone to work with.  People in the prime of their vitality are often proud of their vigor and want to show it off.  They often brag about capabilities they have not actually developed.  You cannot discuss the Source with them because they will look at you with blank stares when you mention it.  It is also useless to talk about the Source to the young and immature.  They either will not listen, or if they do happen to listen, they will hop onwards to some other fad because they are not emotionally steady enough to hold on to it.

“A resourceful and careful person such as yourself likes to give responsibility to people who are older and more mature.  It is better to seek out a person who has a clear direction in life, one that is compatible with yours.  You would want someone who still has physical and mental strength, but has staying power and emotional stability.  An important key to right management lies not only in your own talent but in your ability to choose the right people.

“But to work well with other people, you must initially work well with yourself.  To seek others to make up for defects you have in yourself will only make things work with more difficulty.  You will be envious of their qualities and will insist on doing the work yourself which you should delegate to them. You will find who you need when you work as a unified person yourself.”

CAN WE COMPETE WITH NATURE?

There was once a man who spent three years sculpting a piece of jade into a leaf.  It was a very meticulous process and he made many mistakes which he then had to redo.  He wanted it to represent a piece of nature.  No one tried to do anything quite like this before.  Leaves done before in sculpture were more impressionistic, not as literal as this artist was attempting.  Finally he finished.

He removed his sculpting apron and dressed up to take this to a gallery to show off to the people of the world.  It got a good review in the top fashion magazines.  The leaf looked so real that if you placed it among real leaves, it was impossible to tell the difference.  It was purchased by a prestigious museum.  All who saw it gawked at it and remarked that it was a very beautiful piece of art.

Ah-So came in and browsed at it.  While he confessed that it was a very beautiful leaf, he added:  “But all you need to do is go out to the forest and look at the billions of other beautiful leaves hanging on the trees.  Every spring, they change themselves into slightly different leaves.  Though they are transitory, they are always changing.”

SOMEONE’S WORDS CAN MAKE YOU OR BREAK YOU

When Ah-So was living in the high mountain country, he was poor and starving.  A friend saw his condition and appealed to the governor of that wild and distant land:  “Ah-So is a sage who has seen the Light of Emptiness.  Now he lives in your land poor and unrecognized.  Perhaps it would be a nice gesture to send him a gift to show you appreciate one of such caliber?”

The governor did not hesitate to allot a hefty monthly stipend to this man, along with an invitation to be an honorary professor at a prestigious university.  The governor figured this would win him a special point with the Taoists as he sought election to be the leader of the country.

When news of this gift was delivered to his door, Ah-So sent it back, saying there was no such person at that address and it must have been a mistake.  “He has me mixed up with the wrong one.  I am not particularly knowledgeable about the ways of the universe.  It is beyond me.”

Ah-So’s wife, who overheard this, was outraged and fiercely scolded him.  “I see that wives and children of other sages live comfortably in nice houses right next to the campuses in pleasant towns.  Yet we live in this shack and must take second-hand goods to survive.  Now the governor would set us up to live quite nicely for the rest of our lives and you refuse it, undoubtedly because of some asinine principle of yours!  How can you do this to us?”

Ah-So smiled and replied:  “I will explain this.  You see, if I am honored because of another person’s opinion, I can also be dismissed because of someone’s opinion.  The words that come out of people’s mouths, a lot of hot air, can make you, but they can also break you.  This is why I hesitate to receive this gift based on someone’s opinion of me.  Admittedly, we may not be rich, but it is safer this way.  If I had accepted that gift, we would constantly worry about circumstances turning around and losing all we have.  I would always have to win over the public and I dare not say anything to get anyone angry.  Would you want to live that way?”

His wife was not altogether placated.  She went off to take a job.  Ah-So took up house painting.

It was not long afterward that the popularity of the governor dropped considerably, especially after it was revealed that he was channeling tax money for personal business.  He was not re-elected and left the office in shame.

BEING AT THE RIGHT PLACE AT THE RIGHT TIME

A mechanic had three talented progeny.  The older daughter excelled in thinking, the younger daughter excelled in feeling, and the younger son excelled in doing.  The mechanic observed their various talents as they grew up.  After they had reached puberty, he discussed their future with them, asking each of them what their aim in life is.  The oldest daughter decided to become a scholar in a prime university.  The younger daughter joined a band and became a singer.  The youngest son went into developing computer hardware and the software for it.

All three soon rose in their careers.  The daughter developed a dissertation on the dynamics of words and was a professor in no time.  The younger daughter was in a band that rocked the charts and made everyone in the audience weep and laugh with her songs.  The youngest son was a prodigy and amazed the media at his ability to dominate the computer market and became a multibillionaire at a young age.

A friend of the mechanic, an electrician, also had three progeny.  The oldest daughter excelled in thinking.  The younger daughter excelled in feeling.  The youngest son excelled in doing.  He discussed their future with the mechanic whose progeny had succeeded so wildly.  He was certain that if they did what the others did, they, too, would be tremendous successes.

It cost him a lot but he made sure that oldest daughter got in the same prestigious university.  The younger daughter was advised to take up music from an early age.  The son was advised to go into computer hardware development.

But, although they had the same talents and went through the same backgrounds, things did not happen quite as planned.  For one thing, none of them were really very interested in the life-plan their father had for them.  For another thing, circumstances were different.

The oldest daughter argued a lot with her teachers and was kicked out of the university.  She became a political revolutionary and was exiled from the country for her radical beliefs.  She was not encouraged to think freely and she thus became vengeful.

The younger daughter started doing a lot of drugs and sleeping around with a lot of men.  It was hard for the new band to get an audition.  She hardly ever practiced her music and was considered a mediocre musician.  She was soon a prostitute on the streets.

The youngest son arrived on the scene too late.  Although he had a lot of good ideas for new systems, the old system was there to stay and not up for change.  By the time he got his degree, the market was oversaturated with young people seeking to be computer designers.  He could not get a job in his major and wound up running a convenience store at late hours while he ate junk food and read computer magazines.

IF I CAN STEP ON SOMEONE, SOMEONE ELSE CAN STEP ON ME

The president called his cabinet together and told them he planned to invade a key country holding important resources for their country.  He was concerned that this country was giving its allegiance to an enemy economy and the president did not want those resources to go to that enemy economy which believed resources should be equally shared among people.

When the secretary of state heard the president’s plans, he threw back his head and laughed.  This was not the first time the president had spoken of war.

The president was taken aback at this act of irreverence in his cabinet.  Surely he should take this man’s job away from him.  The president demanded an explanation for this outburst.

The secretary of state replied:  “Once there was a man from my neighborhood who met a beautiful woman at a party.  The man lusted after this particular woman, and, right under the watching eyes of his wife, he slipped secretly slipped a note into her purse to meet him at a certain time at a discreet inn.  She took him up on this offer and they had a wonderful time.  Afterwards they compared the inadequacies of their respective spouses and laughed.

“When the man got home after this night out, he discovered his wife in bed with another man.  Just prior to this discovery, they had been comparing what poor lovers their respective spouses were.  The man in bed with his wife was the husband of the woman he just made love to!

“I have heard on the grapevine that this country you plan to invade has frequently considered invading us, too!”

The president changed his mind and ceased to think about going after another country’s territory.  Instead, he shared his country’s resources with that country’s resources.  It worked out a lot better that way.

TO RESOLVE A PROBLEM, DEAL WITH THE CAUSE, NOT THE EFFECT

There was a lot of crime in the nation.  The police department of the government tried different strategies to apprehend the criminals, but all failed.  The president was very concerned about this rising crime wave.  A lot of people were taking drugs and indulging in illicit pleasures; this created a haven for criminals to dominate the scene.  The president was concerned that this would create chaos throughout the land and he would lose his power.  One day, a key officer from the primary agency told him about a man who was able to recognize criminal types by certain facial features and expressions.

The president summoned this man and set him to hunt down criminals in the country.  The man lived up to his reputation.  In no time at all, a large number of drug dealers and pimps were captured and imprisoned.  They were given life-long sentences.  The reasoning was if they were punished severely, no one will want to do these things.  The prisons were rapidly filled and taxes were raised to accommodate the building of more prisons.  The man trained policemen everywhere to be able to tell criminals by the appearance of their face.

The president was very happy with these results.  He went to Fluttering Butterfly, a wise sage in the land, and reported this discovery, that criminals could be apprehended based on their appearance.  “By this technique, it is a sure thing that all the criminals in this land will be imprisoned and off our streets.  Chaos will subside and order will reign.  It looks like our problem is solved!”

Fluttering Butterfly smiled and said nothing.

Meanwhile, the prisons became overcrowded.  The more criminals that were apprehended, the more crime that was committed.  

The president, exasperated, went back to Fluttering Butterfly.  “Have I missed something?  The more criminals we capture, it seems we find more crime.  They are like bugs you find under every stone!  What can I do?”

Fluttering Butterfly replied:  “You cannot stop this by simply relying on clever techniques to hunt down criminals.  I will lay a good bet that many of these you have in jail are innocent and the true criminals appear to be respectable citizens of this society.  Wise criminals know well how to pull this off.  There is no end to it.  If you apprehend a hundred criminals today, there will be a thousand tomorrow.  If you apprehend a thousand criminals today, there will be a million tomorrow.  Sooner or later, all people of the land will be criminals, including the government and the police.

“The problem is you are dealing with the symptoms, not the cause.  Thus, you will not get very far with this approach.  The more laws you make and the harsher the punishment, the more criminals you make.  When the punishment is harsher, people have less to lose by committing all the crimes in the book!”

Alarmed at the rate they were being caught, the criminals declared war on the policemen.  Everywhere policemen were being murdered.  Soon no one dared volunteer to be a policeman.  There was a draft to force people to be policemen, but they did so reluctantly.  Many left the country so they would not have to participate in this dangerous business of being a policeman.  Many became criminals to avoid being a policeman.  And policemen were criminals as they took in huge bribes not to capture key criminals.

The president was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.  He went back to Fluttering Butterfly for advice.  “How can I get these criminals who are breaking down the fabric of this great society of ours?”

“I told you this would happen.  I advise that you cease your efforts to catch all these criminals and everything will resolve itself.  The ancient ones said those who have a talent in revealing fish in deep pools are unlucky, while those skillful in uncovering secrets will not live long.  The best way to deal with crime is to cease to make laws and punishments for those laws.  It is better to be a prime example yourself of benign behavior, and others will be inspired to follow you.  Show the people the true way to live.  As people come to respect you and as you trust people to make wise decisions on their own, I assure you the crime rate will then drop.”

The president was still a bit skeptical, since this went against everything he believed.  But, one by one, he cease to make it a law to take drugs and indulge in illicit behaviors.  Instantly, three-quarters of the crime was down, because three-quarters of the people of the land ceased to be criminals.  For more violent crimes, he created a program of creative education rather than put them in prison.  Since criminals had less to fear, they became less violent.  Since there was less to lose, people who liked challenge were less attracted to a life of crime and took up other occupations.  The president lived a life of simplicity and moderation.  Soon many admired him and followed his ways.

THOSE WHO WISH TO KEEP A SECRET DO NOT SPEAK

Someone who was planning to undermine his rivals in business was curious to see if people saw his motives.  He went to Withered Leaf, saying:  “Will someone guess your secrets if you leave clues?”

Withered Leaf did not think this question worth bothering to deal with.  He kept silent.  Then he spoke:

“Supposing you throw a stone into a river.  Would someone notice it?”

“One might figure the nature of the stone by the size of the ripples.  But eventually they will die out.”

“If you were to mix the waters of two rivers together, would someone be able to tell them apart?”

“It would depend upon the composition of the waters.  At the outset, one might be able to but further downstream they would be mixed evenly.”

Withered Leaf rolled his eyes and replied:  “Someone who listens and understands will be able to keep a secret well.  It does not take many words to communicate your point.  The less you speak, the more you reveal.  The greatest knowledge is in silence.  The best way to get things done is not to do them.”

THE STRONG WINDS DIE DOWN

The owner of a local company told her managers to attempt to incorporate two other businesses, which were failing but had important resources.  A few days later, she got a call that the managers were successful and persuaded the businesses to join her company.

The owner was nonchalant at this news.  She did not celebrate as the rest did.  The other people in the company were baffled that she was not showing exultation about this, since it was a tremendous success for the company.  Everyone from the top to the bottom could expect to see greater profits and thus greater wages.  Yet she did not behave as if anything out of the ordinary had happened.  When asked about this, she replied:

“A great flood will not last more than a few days.  Strong winds only last a while.  A heavy rain falls only so long.  The sun may shine strongly and there may be an excellent harvest.  The next year the crops will be attacked by hordes of insects.

“Big events do not last long.  Sudden and large achievements are not permanent.  Although we now have success, this does not mean that success will hold.  If we get excited over it, we will become negligent.  Eventually we could be sold out to some other company bigger than us.”

News of this got around to Withered Leaf.  He said:  “With a manager like that, this company will become very dominant.  This woman is one who is not carried away by success.  Therefore, she will be calm and steady regardless of circumstances.  It is not so difficult to succeed.  But it is difficult to be detached from success.  This company will be around for a long time.

“When a leader is proud of success, you can be sure that organization will weaken.  When leaders believe the goal is reached by short-range achievements,  long-term success is not guaranteed.

Those who succeed do not revel in their success.  

Those who know do not display their knowledge. 

FORTUNE VS. MISFORTUNE

In the depths of the inner city there lived a family who were known for their generosity and kindness.  When they came to the country they were in, they were initially very poor.  They were on the level of  rats on the ship.  But they worked hard and became middle-class.  They did not forget the plight of their peers, who did not make it as well.  

For three generations, all the members of this family helped the poor and needy.  They would give gifts to people who came to them.  They gave loans to people who needed to buy a car or a house.  At the end of every week, they would have a great feast and share the food with the hungriest people in the town.  They were loved and respected by all.

But one day, a strange thing happened.  In their back yard, they liked to plant yams and raise pigs for food.  Their black pig gave birth to a white pig which looked ghastly ill in their eyes.  All the pigs they ever had were black and there was no way a white pig could had been passed on through the genes.  They were not sure what to make of this.  Surely it foretold some kind of momentous omen!

So they went to the sage man in the neighborhood, Withered Leaf.  Withered Leaf told them not to worry about it.  “This is a very good omen for your family.  You should sacrifice the pig and give thanks to the forces of the universe.”

The family offered the pig to the forces of the universe and shared it with starving, homeless people everywhere.  

A year later, the Big Daddy of the family suddenly became blind in one eye.  It was about the same time that the black pig mother gave birth to another white pig.  Big Daddy sent his son to Withered Leaf to ask what was the meaning of this?  The son was reluctant to see the sage again, saying:  “Hey, Big Daddy, this man, Withered Leaf, tells us the white pig would be good luck and see what happens to you!  You get blinded in one eye and now another one of these white pigs comes along.  This is telling us bad shit, man!”

Big Daddy said:  “No, no, you got it all wrong.  The wisdom of sages is not a thing we can understand.  Maybe there’s another way to look at this.  Things ain’t all good and they ain’t all bad neither.  Go to the man and ask him again.”

Reluctantly, the son went to Withered Leaf who was burning some weird herbs on a fire and chanting some kind of strange mumbo-jumbo.  When he heard the story, Withered Leaf dismissed him, saying:  “You have stumbled on very good fortune, my man.  Go home and have a party.  Tell your old man to give thanks to the gods and goddesses that watch over us.”

A year later, the son lost sight in both eyes.  He was really pissed at Withered Leaf and never wanted to speak to him or have anything to do with white pigs again.

It was not long after that, the country was attacked by a huge socialist country.  There were a lot of poor people who wanted what the rich people had.  Any males who were able in body and mind were drafted into the army to fight this war.  Millions of people died.

But Big Daddy and his son got out of it because they were disabled.  When the blind boy saw how all his neighbors were weeping over the lost lives of their loved ones, he realized his misfortune was actually good fortune.  Another white pig was born.  Right after that, both Big Daddy and his son miraculously got their sight back.  The son was amazed at the intensity of colors and shapes again.  He was amazed and realized what a wonderful thing it was to be alive.  He went to Withered Leaf and became his student.

THE WANDERING ACROBAT

Once there was a wandering acrobat who offered to perform before the king.  The king was rather bored with going around conquering kingdom after kingdom and needed some quick entertainment.  However, the king was skeptical of this acrobat.  He didn’t look like he would amount to much, being all raggedy and dissipated-appearing.  “Show me what you can do,” said the king.  If worse came to worst, the king could always have a little fun slowing torturing this fellow to death.

The acrobat tied his legs to a pair of stilts taller than two men.  He stood up on them, then ran back and forth.  His footwork was so nimble and his balance so precise that the stilts appeared to be extensions of his legs.  He puffed on a big cigar and yelled at the king and the courtly audience:  “Give me all your money, you morons!  You owe me everything you got.”  Then he took seven swords on fire, and still balancing on the stilts, juggled the seven weapons, keeping them spinning in the air at all times.

The king buckled over with laughter.  Quite impressed with the acrobat’s skill, he gave the performer a huge bag of gold.

Another wandering acrobat heard about this feat.  This did not sound like a difficult way to make some gold!  All he would have to do is learn how to balance himself on stilts and juggle swords.  He practiced for awhile, and once he figured he had it mastered, he went to the palace and offered to entertain the king.  Not only did he balance on stilts and juggle swords, but he did it walking on a tight rope!  Surely, he would get a huge reward for this!

After the performance, the king scowled.  He was in a sour mood because he did not manage to conquer a kingdom today and his armies were revolting against him.  He partook of a huge draught of the vile stuff they deign to call wine, and growled:  “You may have heard the other day of an entertainer who came in here to show off his tricks.  Being in a hearty mood, I sent him off with some gifts.  You must have heard there is gold to be made from this occupation.  Well, I am not in the mood for entertainment today.  I think I will have you fed to the crocodiles.”

And guards grabbed the poor acrobat, screaming and begging for his life, and tossed him in the pool full of crocodiles.  With great gusto, they watched him being torn from limb to limb.

APPEARANCES ARE DECEPTIVE

Polo was a computer programmer in the Technical Systems department who was known for his uncanny skill in recognizing and programming an exceptional computer that will last many years.  He had many abilities.  He had served his manager for a long time and was responsible for setting up the best computers in the department.

Now Polo was getting old and weak.  The years were starting to defeat his abilities.  Like an outmoded computer, he would soon wind up in the recycling department.  The manager was worried about the future of the company.  He did not know who to search for to replace one of Polo’s caliber.  He tried putting ads out but the applicants did not have Polo’s abilities and experience.

The manager approached Polo and said:  “Polo, you are advanced in years and advanced in ability.  It will soon be time for the company to put you on its retirement plan.  But how can I retire you?  I cannot find anyone who possesses your skill in finding exceptional computers for us.  Perhaps there is someone in your family who you could recommend as a successor?”

Polo said:  “You can recognize a good computer by examining its circuit boards, the operating system, and general layout of devices.  The best computers cannot be identified by appearance alone.  Only when the different programs interact in the computer, and everything must run smoothly together – or the computer will constantly crash and be no good to you.  There must be excellent communication between all programmers, since different people working in different directions cause the system to malfunction.  The exceptional computers have tremendous speed, memory, and endurance.  They can handle dozens of programs operating simultaneously with no problems.  

“I am sorry to say there is no genetic component for the sort of ability I have.  I know no one in my family who is as adept at this skill as I am.  My sons can distinguish a good computer from an average computer, of course, but they are not able to recognize a super parallel-processor that can run in a thousand modes simultaneously.”

The manager looked disappointed.  Without this man, there is a good possibility the company might fall behind other growing companies, and go out of business.  Polo, seeing this, went on:  “But, do not despair, my man.  I do know of someone who has this ability.  His name is Chaos.  Although the name may not ring a bell to you, he is the man who empties out your trash and cleans your floor spotless.”

The manager was shocked.  “You are talking about a janitor!  How can a janitor have the experience you do with computers?  His application shows no background in this!”

“Yes, appearances can be deceiving, aren’t they?  But I have seen Chaos spend long hours in the wee hours of the morning, sitting at a computer, fascinated with programming computers at light speed.  I have had many a long chat with him and his mind works like a super computer.  He has great intelligence, I assure you.”

The manager sent for Chaos and made it his job to find the marvelous computers.  After three months, Chaos found a computer in the remote regions of the Internet.  He reported this to the manager who said, “What does it look like?”

“It is one of the best computers on the market!”

When the computer arrived in the shipping department, the manager had a look at it.  The computer looked ghastly!  It was old, dusty, and broken down.  It looked like some dinosaur made decades again with low speed and memory.

The manager send a memo for Polo to come into his office immediately.  He said angrily:  “This fellow you recommended to me is no good.  He told me the computer he got was one of the best on the market and this thing he got looks like an old bomb!  He can’t even tell the difference between an up-to-date computer and a dinosaur.  How can he possibly take your place?”

Polo looked amazed as he examined the computer.  “His skills has risen beyond what I have taught him.  His ability is now at least ten to the third power times better than mine.  While I might still judge a computer by its appearance and it the date on its cover, he can see beyond these appearances.  He does not even have to take apart the computer to know its ability.  He sees its essence directly.  When one can see that way, external features are unimportant.  The important thing here is its potential, not whether it has a pretty color and a lot of bells and whistles.  You see, this computer has been modified with some boards very hard to find anywhere in a very favorable combination.”

After Chaos set it up, they hooked it up to act as a number cruncher for the main database of the company.  It performed far quicker and efficiently than any master computer they had before.  The company surpassed others and became one of the largest in the world.


GETTING YOUR ACT TOGETHER

A woman who was having difficulty with the consulting business she ran approached a sage for advice.

“I have been trying to get this off the ground for years now and it just doesn’t seem to be happening.  My workers resist my attempts to keep the business according to the creative theme I am aiming for and businesses do not seem attracted to what I have to offer.  Am I missing something here?”

The sage wondered why people were always asking him for advice.  How did he get labeled a “sage”?  What was it that made him stand out like this?  He replied:

“I only know how to manage my life.  I do not know anything about politics.  All I know is the birds sing their songs and the squirrels chase falling crumbs.  The sun sets and the moon rises.  Winter is followed by spring.  I only know these things and business is unreal to me.”

The woman tried again:  “I am responsible for enabling businesses to get themselves in fresh directions.  Without me, they would falter.  I encourage them to link together and try new combinations.”

“It might be good if you learned to go in new directions.  I suspect you are stuck in some sort of rut – and you do not listen to what your workers and potential customers tell you.  Perhaps that is your whole problem.  You must first get your own act together before you are ready to run a business.  If you cannot manage your life, how can you possibly manage a business?”



RANK, WEALTH, AND ABILITY ARE JUST A BIG HASSLE

A housecleaner riding on a bus was complaining about her lot in life.  She was poor and she had a number of children to tend to.  She was not well paid and she had to clean a lot of houses every week just to get by.  She was always envious of the people she worked for.  They were rich and they did not have to work so hard compared to her.

A sage sitting next to her overheard her.  He presented a riddle to her:  “There are three things in life that are guaranteed to get you into trouble.  Do you know what they are?”

She thought about it for a second.  Then she brightened and said:  “Sex, drugs, and booze?”

As companions around her guffawed, the sage smiled and shook his head, saying:  “Not quite.  You are correct.  Too much of those things will certainly get you in trouble, sooner or later.  

“The three things I refer to are rank, wealth, and ability.  Those people you work for may appear to be well off.  But they are not as happy as they seem to be.  If you occupy a high rank, in government or business, others competing with you will hate you.  If you are wealthy, people will resent you.  If you have too much ability, other people will resent you.  People will envy you and want to pull you down.  You will always have to be on guard, and you must make sure you stay past the others.”

“Does that mean that if I am humble about my rank, generous with my wealth, and unassuming about my abilities, I would be able to get around such things?”

The sage smiled and said nothing.

Years later, the housecleaner had worked hard and saved up some money to start a cleaning business.  Her business was one of the biggest cleaning businesses in town.  She couldn’t keep up with the amount of business coming in and had to hire secretaries to take all the calls for service.

She began to have enough income so she could buy a house out of town in the quiet safe suburbs.  She could buy a new car.  She could buy the finest clothes and gadgets of modern life.

She noticed something odd, though.  People who used to be her best friends didn’t seem very friendly to her anymore.  Or strange people would act like her friends, but they really just wanted to leech off her somehow.  Family members she was close to became somewhat distant from her.  People who worked for her acted like they hated her.  The ultimate irony was she had a person over to clean her house who acted like she couldn’t stand her.

She realized she couldn’t stand the loneliness of being successful like this.  She made her business more local and moved back into the old neighborhood where she used to live.  She gave away her wealth to people who needed it.  

What she thought was such a wonderful thing was not so great after all.

YOU CANNOT APPLY ONE PRINCIPLE TO ALL CONDITIONS

There was a scholar, a student of Withered Leaf, on a sabbatical.  He had inherited a small fortune and he was a professor in a prestigious academic institution.  He was sight-seeing in an odd part of the town, then found that he had inadvertently wandered into a rough neighborhood.  A band of vagabonds noted his wealthy demeanor and wasting no time, they robbed him of all his money, his laptop computer, his credit cards, and his car.  

The scholar continued his journey on foot as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened.  He did not run to seek the assistance of police in regaining his possessions. If anything, he seemed pleased to be relieved of his load.  He walked down the street, whistling. 

The gang seemed a bit nonplussed that their victim showed no signs of disappointment or grief.  They went back to him and inquired:  “Hey, man, most people would be shitting in their pants if they lost all their goods.  But here you are, acting as calm as a Buddha.  What are you on anyway, man?”

The scholar replied:   “One who is virtuous is not attached to his possessions.  Nor will he satisfy his needs by taking things that are not his own.  Things go from hand to hand; no one ‘owns’ anything in the long run.”

The members of the gang looked at each other.  “Sounds like you right in tune, man.”

Later, as they were passing around a bottle of whiskey around a bonfire in the alley, they pondered over it.  One of them muttered:  “Man, this dude is smart.  He’s gonna rise in power fast.  Like, he’s gonna become one of them government officials and then he’ll remember what we did to him.  He’ll send a lot of secret agents and army men into our area and have a war on crime.  He’ll be keeping a tight eye out for the likes of us.”

“Yeah, we better get back to him and wipe him out.”

So they trailed the scholar and killed him.  The scholar was unconcerned about his death.  If anything, he seemed fascinated by it.

Word of this got around.  People were saying that it wasn’t a good thing to act like that dumb scholar.

Another scholar, a friend and colleague of the one above, happened to be sightseeing in the same part of town and ran into the same marauding gang.  Remembering what an easy steal scholars are, they zoomed in on him to pick him clean.

The scholar remembered what happened to his friend.  So rather than passively allow these robbers to take his possessions, he argued and put up a big fight about it.  He used the Kung Fu he had learned in college and managed to kick one of them.  When they ran off with his belongings, he still did not give up.  He ran after them and insisted they return his goods or he would go to the police.

They looked at him aghast that he could be so naïve.  The leader said:  “Look, man, you’re lucky we spared your life.  Man, you an idiot to think we’re just gonna give back what we take.  I don’t think I like the looks of you.  And you crazy to think we’re gonna let you lead the police to us.”

So they whipped out knives and killed him on the spot.

RETRIBUTION BY ACCIDENT

Once there was a rich man by the name of Yu who was proud and haughty.  He displayed his wealth shamelessly.  He was scornful of those who were not as prosperous as he happened to be.  He bragged about how hard he worked for his money, when he actually tended to business a few hours a week.

He had a huge mansion on the edge of a cliff overlooking the city below.  He would hold parties on the balcony of his house overlooking this view.  They would shout and drink a lot.  They had dinner parties with the finest gourmet foods and drank the best wines in the land.  In the late hours of the night, they would snort lines of cocaine through million dollar bills, and they would have orgies with anybody and everybody as partners.

One summer evening, things got more boisterous than usual, especially since Yu had just taken over a number of businesses and taken them as his own.  They were drinking tequila and acting crazy.  Then someone got the whim to piss off the balcony.  A number of other guests got the same idea, Yu included.  It seemed like a fun thing to do at the time.

A group of somewhat drunken mercenaries happened to be walking by beneath them.  At first, they thought it was raining some odd stinky rain, but then they looked up and realized that Yu and his guests were peeing on them.

A soldier turned to his companions and said:  “This man Yu is getting on my nerves.  He is proud and pretentious.  He thinks his money can get him anything he wants.  We have never done any wrong to him and yet he pisses on us like this.  They pay our salary and we treat them with respect to rise in the organization.  We defend his precious property.  I’m getting sick and tired of this kind of treatment from him.  If we don’t avenge this insult, we will be less than men; we will be like cows this man keeps in a barn!”

The soldiers got all the other soldiers in the area.  The leader said:  “Our code of honor has been violated.  We will not be avenged until we kill Yu, all his family, and all his guests!”

As Yu and his guests were sleeping off their debaucheries in the wee hours of the morning, the mercenary soldiers snuck up to the mansion, quietly broke in, and killed everyone in the household.  

THE CONFUSION OF NAME AND REALITY

Once there was a rich man who had fallen upon hard times.  He had never been poor before and did not know how to deal with it.  His income decreased bit by bit.  He had to keep moving to increasingly desolate living quarters.  He was finally forced to become homeless.  He slept in alleyways and begged during the day.

As he became more unkempt from being so poor, people would pass him by.  He even encountered someone who used to be a rich friend of his who acted like he didn’t know who he was.  Finally, he became so hungry from lack of sympathy, he passed out on the street.

A criminal happened to be passing by and noticed the man passed out by the gutter.  The criminal slapped him awake and offered him food and water.  He offered to take him out to a fine restaurant where he could have all he could eat.

After the man had had a few mouthfuls, he opened his eyes.  Seeing a gruff and mean-looking man bent over him with a look of concern in his face, he asked:  “Who are you?”

The criminal said:  “I am Chu of Fu.”

Something from his prior life came back to him.  The beggar said:  “Oh, no, you’re not that infamous criminal who is wanted everywhere, are you?”  When he was rich, there was a Chu of Fu who had caused considerable damage to one of his properties.

“You got it, mister.”

“So what did you give me food for?  Did you help me because you associate me with your kind?  Look, I am a dignified man and will not besmirch my precious reputation to be seen with the likes of you.  What if people see us together?”

The once rich man then vomited up the bit of food he had, he was so disgusted by this turn in circumstances.  Chu of Fu shrugged his shoulders and walked away.  The beggar eventually died of starvation.

TO GIVE YOUR LIFE FOR SOMEONE WHO VALUES YOU IS NATURAL

Once there was a bookkeeper who felt that his boss did not appreciate his skills.  After years of this, he suddenly decided to walk out one day.  He went to live as a hermit by the sea.  He swore he would rather live on acorns and clams than continue to receive a measly paycheck from a company.  He would rather be independent and free than live as a slave worker.

Not long afterwards, the company was in trouble.  Because it could not properly keep its accounts, it was going downhill and there was a possibility of another company taking over.  The former bookkeeper left his hermitage and went back to work for the company.

People said to him:  “You originally left your boss because you did not feel sufficiently rewarded and valued.  So why are you so eager to work for him now?  We have heard of people who would give their lives for someone who appreciates them.  But we have never heard of a person who would give his life for someone who did not value them.”

The bookkeeper said:  “I left him because he shamed me by not recognizing my skills.  And now I will have my revenge.  I will shame him by showing him what a real worker can do.  I think he will appreciate me quite a bit when this crisis is over.”

TOO MANY ALTERNATIVES

Achoo’s neighbor lost a sheep.  The entire family, friends, relatives, and neighbors in the area all went off to search for the poor animal.

When Achoo saw all this commotion, he said to a neighbor:  “Why send so many people to look for one sheep?”

“There are two many forks in the roads in these high mountains.  They wind in all kinds of directions.  Some roads reach a dead-end and many roads generate forks of their own.  It is very confusing.  We have no idea which road the sheep could have taken.  If we send many people out along all the possible forks at this early stage, there is a possibility we may find the sheep.”

Achoo shook his head as if amused at the antics of his neighbors.

A bit later, the search party returned.  Achoo asked his neighbor:  “So did you find your sheep?”

“No.  There were too many paths.  We did not have enough people to search all of them.” 

Achoo seemed a bit cast down by this news.  His demeanor was like a dark cloud covering the face of the bright sun.  He remained this way the whole day.  The students who were with him thought he was acting a bit weirdly.  Finally someone ventured:  “Sheep are not very valuable livestock.  And, anyway, it is not your sheep.  So why are you so sad?”

Achoo continued to look down at some ants picking the bones of a dead cat on the road.  The student did not think Achoo was in a very healthy way, so he went over to a neighboring village to get Fluttering Butterfly to cheer him up.  On the way over, the student told him about the situation about the sheep and how it made Achoo so sad.  When Fluttering Butterfly saw him, he circled him three times, then he said:  

“Once there were three brothers who set out to learn about the true way to live.  When they returned home, their father inquired about what they had learned.  The eldest son said:  

“ ‘To live truly is to value one’s body and treat it with utter care.  It is to be utterly aware of the nuances of the body and never abuse it with immoderation.’

“The second son said:

“ ‘To live truly is to express one’s emotions and live life with great intensity of feeling.  One must be very careful not to fall into the trap of negative emotions.’

“The third son said:

“ ‘To live truly is to master one’s mind and be one-pointed in everything one does.  One must be careful not to be scatterbrained and think with great depth.’

“These three went to learn from Withered Leaf.  Who is right and who is wrong?  Is there really such a thing?”

Achoo then broke his silence to reply:

“Once there was a man who lived by the river.  He made a living by ferrying people across.  He was an excellent swimmer and often would rescue people who had tried to swim across the river and failed.  It was a very swift flowing river and treacherous for the average person.  Because of these rescues and his ferry business, he received many gifts from grateful people whose lives he had saved.  Soon he was a very rich man.

“There were many people who heard about his expertise in swimming and wanted to learn from him.  They hoped that if they learned his secrets of swimming, they would also make a lot of money rescuing people who fell into the river.  

“There was only one problem, though.  Most of the people who came to him to learn to swim drowned on the first day – for their initial lesson was in the rushing and treacherous river.  None could stay afloat in the swift currents and were soon smashed in the rocks over the waterfalls.  They all learned from one who was a master at it, yet few succeeded and most failed.”

Fluttering Butterfly wandered away over the mountains never to return again.

When this exchange was over, the student asked Achoo:  “What is all this?  Both of you were talking in circles.  I can’t make head or tails out of it when you enlightened guys talk in riddles.  Now you have me more baffled than ever.”

Achoo replied:  “Our friends were unable to find the lost sheep because they were confused by too many paths.  The apprentice swimmers drowned because they wanted to learn on the first lesson; they were too set on one way to do it and that is in the roughest river.

“There are many ways to approach the One True Way.  If you get caught up in trying one path, then another, then still another – you will never get anywhere.  By the time you try all the alternatives, you will be totally confused and you will have learned nothing.  When you find the path that calls to you, you must stick to it to the end.  

“You will not get there immediately.  You must crawl before you can walk.  You must learn your basic notes before you can play a masterpiece.  Whatever path you take, you must pursue it with patience.  Get to the source of it and do not abandon it until you’ve completed your learning.

“You must also understand the path is the goal.”   

AH-POO AND THE DOG

Ah-Poo, Achoo’s half-brother, was temporarily staying with Achoo.  One day he ran out to go down to the store.  He was wearing a white coat.  When he returned from his errand, a heavy rain started falling, splattering mud everywhere.  His yard became wet and muddy.  Ah-Poo quickly went to the closet and put on a black rubber coat so he would not get the finer white one dirty.

He let in the dog, which belonged to Achoo.  This dog did not like him very much for some reason.  Maybe he had a funny smell.  The dog started barking and snarling at him.  The dog also went over to where the white coat was and poo-poo’d on it.  

This was the last straw.  Ah-Poo picked up a stick and was about to beat up the dog.  The dog was meanwhile going after his leg.

Achoo came in out of his studying room and stopped him.  He said:

“Do not punish that dog.  His behavior was absolutely natural.  If he had gone out of the house with white fur and later had come back with black fur, wouldn’t you be shocked, too?  The dog was merely reacting to your new appearance.  The dog does not know what to make of you, being a new person in the house.

“We, too, are shocked by strangers with strange appearances.”

THE SECRET OF IMMORTALITY

Once there was a man who knew the secret of immortality.  A wealthy man had heard about this and was very eager to have this secret.  He had acquired a lot of riches and he would like to have an infinite period of time to enjoy them.  The wealthy man sent out a messenger to find out more about this.  But, alas, the messenger was too late and the man who knew the secrets of immortality died.  When the messenger returned to the mansion of the wealthy man and told him this, the man was very upset and wanted to have the messenger fired for being tardy.

An advisor to the wealthy man happened to be standing nearby.  His advice to the wealthy man was:  “Sir, if the man who claims to know the secrets of immortality cannot keep himself alive, how could he have anything to offer you?”

The wealthy man nodded and thought about this.  It was a good point.  He therefore chose to spare the messenger.

There was another man who also wanted to learn the arts of immortality.  He heard that there was a hermit who possessed this secret, but he had just died.  He beat his chest and lamented at the loss of such a great opportunity.  It would had been a good thing to know and he could had made a lot of money selling this secret to wealthy ones.

A philosopher heard about these incidents.  He said:  “These people wanted to learn the secrets of immortality.  Time and time again, someone comes along to promise the secret of immortality.  But in each of these cases, the so-called teachers themselves died.  This obviously shows that these teachers are frauds and there are no secrets of immortality.  So why regret not being able to learn from them?”

Ah-So disagreed with this.  “There are some people who know the principles of a skill and yet cannot apply it.  As an example, there are some who know the theory of science, but are incapable of conducting a practical experiment to prove their theories.  Then there are some people who can apply the principles without knowing what they are.  A technician can be very adept at his or her skills, yet have no idea of the scientific foundation of what he or she is doing.

“Once there was a great mathematician who passed on his secrets to his students.  The students ardently memorized his theories and wrote books about them and had conferences about them every year.  This went on for generations after the man had died.  Yet no one really understood the theories beyond memorizing them and no one could design problems and solutions based on them.  Then generations later, a certain person looked more carefully at these theories and designed applications for it.

“It is easy to dream up theories and it is easy to memorize them.  But it is another thing to do applications.  It is thus not unusual that many will brag that they have the secret of immortality, but few truly can apply it.”

AN ACT OF COMPASSION OR CRUELTY?

Once there was a nobleman who encouraged his subjects to present him with doves on New Year’s Day.  He was very fond of doves and liked to see as many of them as possible.  He would reward his subjects according to the number of doves they brought in.

A guest was curious about why he did this.  The nobleman replied:  “New Year’s Day is an excellent time to do deeds of compassion.  Although I love to see the doves and think they are beautiful birds, I do release the doves that are brought to me.  I certainly value the lives of all sentient beings.”

The guest said:  “Your subjects are aware they are well rewarded for bringing in these birds.  They will scramble to capture as many of them as they can.  In their attempts, many birds get killed by their traps.  Many die of shock, for it is the nature of birds to be free, not in cages.  For every one live dove brought to you, many will die.

“Sire, if you were truly compassionate, you would issue an order to prohibit the hunting of doves altogether.  Your supposed act of compassion now is in reality an act of cruelty and death for the poor birds.”

The nobleman realized what a misconception he had been operating under.  “You are right,” he said.  “I shall forbid hunting of these birds from now on.  They are far more lovely free and wild than they are in cages.”

ALL THINGS BECOME TRANSFORMED INTO EACH OTHER

Once there was a special feast of thanksgiving for a large family.  People came from all over the wide country to attend.  There were dozens of people packed in a large room.  There were all kinds of exotic and rare dishes.  When the geese and fish were passed around, the elder leader of the family looked toward the heavens.  He sighed and remarked:  “How kind is heaven to us!  The goddesses from afar provide us with grains and vegetables.  The gods create all these birds and fish for us to feast upon.  How abundant is the earth for us!  We should be truly grateful for the special place we occupy in the scheme of creation!”

All the family members and guests murmured, bowing their heads in agreement with the elder leader who had been in control for a long time now.

However, from the other end of the table, a spouse of a granddaughter stood up.  He spoke loudly:

“This is not true!  The myriad things spawned by the original void differ only in shape and form.  There is no person who is nobler than another.  Nor is any species created solely for the benefit of another.

“These geese and these fish once had lives of their own.  The geese would fly freely in the height of the skies.  How glorious they were as they flew in formation to the warm lands of the south as winter approached!  Then someone shot them and became our meal.  The fish swam like silver jewels in the depths of the oceans until some passing boat brought an end to their lives pulling them up on a net.

“The geese ate bugs and seeds for their sustenance.  Shall we say, then, that the gods created bugs and seeds for the geese to eat?  The fish ate whatever they could scavenge in the seas, including little fish.  Shall we say that litte fish were created for big fish to eat?  Our vegetables require soil which comes from rotting things and shit to grow.  Was shit created for the sake of vegetables so we can shit and become rotting corpses for their further benefit?

“Every living thing eats what it can get hold of.  All things become transformed into each other.  We humans eat these birds and fish while mosquitoes suck our blood and tigers hunt us down for our delicious flesh.  If we were to say that birds and fish were created for us to eat, we would also have to admit that we humans were created for the mosquitoes and tigers to feast upon.  We are no better than the animals here and ultimately we will be food for all living things.

“Our atoms and the energy that the atoms are composed of will disperse… and we will be sucked on by the original void – and it will all start again in different forms.”

Many guests lost their appetite after that.  A few wondered where it all began –  and where it will all end.

IT IS ALL IN YOUR MIND

Once there was a man who was so poor he had to beg for a living.  He stood out on a street corner and played musical rhythms on a large tin can to get attention.  He sang songs about how impermanent life is and how one must get rid of the burden of wealth to be free.  At first, local passersby pitied him and contributed a bit of spare change to alleviate his plight.  After awhile, seeing him there for a long time, they realized the man was planning to live off the charity of others, and ceased to help him.

The beggar became desperate and finally got a menial job being a janitor, which is an easy job to get in hard times.  People would say to him:  “Have you no shame?  You have sunk so low that you are willing to clean offices?”

The poor man replied:  “All labor has its place in society.  If the offices were not cleaned, they would soon be filled with garbage and dirt – and it would be difficult for anyone to work there.  Begging was shameful, and yet I begged.  Now I have an honest job.  Why should I be ashamed about it?”

Whether an activity is shameful or not depends on how you think about it.

There was a man who made a habit of picking up things that people dropped on the street.  He pushed around a rusty shopping cart and picked up bottles he could redeem.  He found surprising amounts of perfectly good items by garbage bins, which were models of previous years’ fashions.  He would then take these items and sell them at the weekend flea markets.

He opened up a bank account and deposited his money bit by bit.  Since he paid nothing on rent, sleeping outdoors, and ate peanuts and discarded supermarket goods, his profit for his efforts was quite high.  At that rate, he figured he would eventually be a rich man.

Whether you are rich or not depends on how you think about it.

A family had a sycamore tree in their yard.  They were poor and there was a lot of trash in their yard.  A rubber tire hung from the sycamore tree and half naked kids swung joyfully in it.  They were a bit susceptible and, being immigrants, did not completely understand the customs of the new country they were in.

A neighbor came by and thought she would pull a joke on them.  She said:  “In our country sycamore trees have fruits without flowers.  It is considered unseemly to have such a tree in your garden.  You should cut it down as soon as you can.”

The family, eager to please their neighbors, had the tree cut down.  All day, they sawed the tree down to logs and dumped the wood behind the house.  

One night, the neighbor snuck in while the family was asleep and hauled off the logs.  They would make good firewood for the coming winter.  The family couldn’t figure out what happened to the logs the next day.

Is this crafty or not?  It is all in your mind.

Once there was a man who lost a chainsaw.  He suspected that the boy next door stole it.  The boy had come over to visit him a lot and looked at the chainsaw with great interest.  For the next few days, he watched that boy carefully.  He noticed that the boy did not come over to visit and when he bumped into the boy, he looked evasive.  He came to the conclusion that the boy was acting very guilty, thus he must have stolen the chainsaw.

The man later found the chainsaw out in the woods by big tree he had been sawing up.  He had forgotten all about that project while he searched for the chainsaw.  He must have been drinking too much.

When he returned home with the chainsaw, he decided the boy next door no longer appeared to be a thief.

Whether someone is guilty or not depends on your opinion of them in the first place.

ONLY WHEN WE ARE DETACHED CAN WE SEE THE OBVIOUS 

There was a man who was quite intent on avenging his father’s death.  He could think of nothing else.  He lost sleep at night mulling over it.  He remembered coming home one night and finding his father killed by criminals, probably drug addicts in need of something to support their fix.  The police said there was not much they could do about it.  He heard about similar crimes in the neighborhood and figured it must be the same ones.  Perhaps he could lay a trap somehow and catch them.  Then he would kill them as cruelly as they killed his father.

He was so engrossed in making these plans as he was driving to work, that he did not see the truck turning left in his side of the road and ran smack into it.  He was instantly killed.

Someone who knew what he was going through, said:  “He was so deep in his own thoughts that everything around him is a blur.”

There was another man was overwhelming obsessed with getting rich.  He walked into a bank and saw the open vault.  The guard looked like he was on a break somewhere.  This is his chance!  Overjoyed, he hurried into the vault and began pocketing huge wads of thousand dollar bills.  He did not know that he was being videotaped by heat-sensitive cameras.  He was arrested as soon as he left the bank.

Someone passing by remarked:  “Only a fool would think of trying to rob a bank these days!”

The man said:  “My mind was so set on getting my hands on that money, I didn’t think about the cameras.”

Often you see people stumbling into walls or stepping into holes because they are so occupied by their thoughts that they didn’t see what was right in front of them.  When we are too involved in a situation, we cannot see straight.  Things that are obvious and clear to bystanders are a blur to us.  This can be dangerous.

Only when we are detached are we able to see what is actually there.  

THE GOAL IS THE JOURNEY

Ah-So was eating out with a friend.  It was a well-recommended restaurant in the town and it was quite popular.  When each course of the dinner, his friend, a gourmet eater, kept remarking on how skilled the chefs were and how they used just the precise proportions of spices.  His friend continued to remark how friendly the waiters were and what a beautiful layout there was in the environment.

Ah-So smiled and did not say anything.  He ate very carefully.

His friend then went on to describe some other restaurants he had been in and what exquisite meals they served.  His friend described in great detail some of the best meals he had in some of these restaurants.

Ah-So was carefully tasting what he was eating.  Slowly he savored each spice.  

Then the friend described restaurants in other countries where he had been and what wonderful meals they serve abroad.

Ah-So chewed on a bone, puzzled by its texture, noting each tendon.

His friend thought he could master such cooking and start a restaurant of his own.  He then described some meals he had made for friends at dinner parties and what a success his dinner parties were.

Ah-So was slurping on his desert with great delight.  He rolled a cherry round and round in his mouth.

Finally, sated, the two friends put their plates aside and sipped on their tea.

“Wasn’t that a wonderful meal?” said his friend.  “We really should come here more often.  I would like to have more of that in the future!”

Ah-So sipped his tea very slowly, savoring the fragrance of the jasmine.  “Yes, but I was the one actually here tasting it.  You were only talking about tasting it.  You were already categorizing it and comparing it with other experiences instead of being here with this experience.”

Ah-So was taking a walk with two friends.  The two friends kept chatting on and on about places they had been and places they would like to be.  They climbed up a mountain and arrived at a breath-taking view.

Ah-So contemplated the view in utter silence.

The two friends continued to chatter on like birds gathering in a tree.  They took pictures of each other and of the view.  They took pictures of birds and trees.

On the way down, they remarked what an amazing view that was and how they would go back and tell everyone about what a great holiday they had.

Ah-So looked up and saw a rare eagle flying high above them.  

His friends did not see it.  They were too busy making this moment a thing of the past already.

Ah-So was making love to the woman who would be his wife.  They had finally congregated after meeting at dinnertime.  It was a passionate exchange.  But his lover kept going on and on about what a better lover he was than previous lovers she had.  She said how she liked it when he applied his tongue to her in her sensitive area and how long he lasted when he penetrated her.  She said she enjoyed it that he spent so much time working up to the grand climax and how wonderful it was that they had come together.

Ah-So merely clung to her and listened to her heartbeat.  It was a comforting sound.  He said:

“You are filing this away in your memories.  But now you are missing the best part, which is cuddling afterwards.  The goal is not to reach the peak, but to be aware of each step of the journey.”

THERE IS NO ‘RIGHT’ CHOICE

Once there was a woman who could not decide who was the right partner for her.  She dated men incessantly and scanned prospects.  She combed ads in personals gauging the description against her ideal of the perfect man.  Yet whenever she met someone, she always found something or the other wrong with him.  Her comments went something like:

“He is too tall for me.”

“He is too short for me.”

“He drinks too much!”

“He doesn’t make enough money!”

“He makes a lot of money, but doesn’t appreciate a good woman like me!”

“His breath stinks.”

“He eats too much meat.  He is bound to drop dead with a heart attack by the time he is 30.  Then I will be a lonely widower.”

“He eats nothing but vegetables all the time!”

“He smokes too much.”

“He doesn’t like the music I like.”

“He doesn’t like to go out and dance.”

“He goes out too much.  He never stays home to appreciate the homestead.”

“He’s too fat.”

“He’s too skinny.”

And so on. And so on.  She went on from partner to partner.  She would be seduced into bed and wake up the next morning feeling that this is it, this is the right person for me.  But then either days, weeks, or months later, she would find some major fault of his, saying to him,  “I’m sorry but this just isn’t going to work out.”  Or perhaps he would say the same to her.  

And on she would go to find another person.

Do you think she ever did?

Once a man approached Ah-So.  Ah-So was always willing to listen to the problems of others which made him very approachable.  Ah-So stopped sweeping the steps of his house and lent him an ear.

“Ah-So,” said the man.  “I believe I am going to have to divorce my wife!”

“Why would you go and do a thing like that?  She seems like a very good woman to me.”

“She does not please me anymore.  The time we spend in bed bores me.  She’s getting too old and fat.  Her teeth are falling out.  We do not do anything new and exciting anymore.”

“Yes, but are there any qualities about her that are right for you?”

“Well, she is a very good cook.”

“Yes?  Anything else?”

“She keeps the house very clean and keeps the fires burning when I am away for work.”

“Is that all?”

“She keeps good care of the children.  I would not know how to do that by myself.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, she is very affectionate.  She always gives me a big hug when I come home from work.  That is a nice thing.  And sometimes she lays flowers out on the table for me.  And she keeps the place nicely decorated.”

“And you want to leave someone like that?  Maybe you would find someone young and prettier.  But she would not be a good cook, she would never clean the house, and she would demand you buy her gifts all the time.  Is that worth leaving your current wife for?”

“You are right!  I should stay with her.  I don’t know how I would live without her!”

THERE ARE NO ‘PERFECT’ CIRCUMSTANCES

Once there was a man who was a janitor.  Janitors are not highly respected individuals in society and thus this man felt he was not sufficiently placed.  He had a degree from a prestigious institution.  He was a very intelligent man.  So he could not understand why he was merely a janitor.  He did not like the work very much, so he worked part-time as few hours as he could to get by.

Day by day, he went through the long hours emptying wastebaskets, mopping floors, vacuuming rugs, wiping down counters, and buffering floors.  He did all the disgusting things that janitors are supposed to do.  People walked past him and talked around him as though he weren’t there.  He could had been invisible.  And the whole time he kept thinking:

“Why does this have to happen to me?  I surely deserve better than this!”

Times were rough, so it  happened that people with degrees from prestigious institutions often wound up working at menial jobs.  But he had been doing this for ten years and there was no reason for this.  Often he felt so depressed that he felt like killing himself.  Because he was so poor, women would not go out with him and friends avoided him.

During his free time, he scanned the newspapers for ads of better work.  He spent a lot of time on his computer composing and faxing out resumes.  He made the most out of his educational experience and used any volunteer experience as something to put on his resume.  But he had nothing to say about his work experience.  As soon as they heard he had been a janitor, potential employers did not want anything to do with him.

But finally the day came when his luck turned.  He was actually called in for an interview.  This was a budding company with not a lot of money to hire new workers, so they could not offer much starting pay.  They waved aside his inexperience and practically hired him on the spot.  They would hire him as an assistant manager.

Suddenly, his circumstances changed.  For one thing, he found that instead of working 25 hours a week, he was working 60 hours a week.  Instead of working a few days a week, he was working six and sometimes seven days a week.  He had a bit more money to spend, but so little time to be at leisure.  He was constantly at pressure to meet with all kinds of people whom he did not like very much.  He had to be very formal in his appearance and was worried about the make of his car and what kind of impression he would make on potential customers and clients.  He had to commute longer distances to a big city he did not like.  He lost sleep at night worrying about the status of certain key accounts.  The upper management were always telling him to do more work or he may be replaced by countless others who wanted his job.

After a few years of this, he wondered how much he liked this kind of work.  As a janitor, he had more leisure time, he could let his mind drift on the job, he was not worried about his appearance, and, all in all, his life was more carefree.  He wondered if he had made a tremendous mistake in taking this job.

Maybe if he got a promotion to be the head manager and made more money, things would be okay.  The head manager did not seem to be as stressed out as he was and got to give orders instead of taking them.  And he knew he could make a real difference in the direction the company was going in.

Day by day, he worked at his lowly job as an assistant manager, utterly disgruntled.  He was an intelligent and worthy man.  Meanwhile, he kept thinking to himself:

“Why does this have to happen to me?  I deserve better than this!”

OBSESSION

Once there was a man who was dissatisfied with his computer.  He was always looking for something better.  

He had a computer system which he was never happy with.  His computer only ran at 500 Hz, so he went out to buy one with 700 Hz capability.  Or that wasn’t good enough, so he got one of the new Pentium computers that ran at 1000 Hz.  He wanted a computer with a faster CD drive so he had one installed and his computer crashed, so he had to get a more compatible computer.  Or he didn’t have enough memory to hold the programs he was downloading, so he was always buying new gadgets to hold extra memory, installing new banks of memory, or buying larger computers with more memory capability.  He always had to have the latest version of every program he worked with and he often had to make some new adaptation to the computer to contain that new program.  The programs were incompatible with one another, so he was looking for a new computer that could handle them all.  

He worked long hours when he got home from work trying to make his computers work right.  They often crashed and he had to reinstall everything.  He never slept at night, trying to make them in tip top shape.

Originally all he wanted the computer for was to replace his typewriter which was slow and cumbersome.  He wrote a lot of letters and he thought writing email would be more efficient.  He wouldn’t have to put stamps on letters and take them down to the post office.  They would zip over the wires instantly.

He wanted the computer to replace his calculator which was slow and painstaking.  There would be less paper generated from revisions.  The computer would do all the work for him.

But then he found he was always reprinting his pages if he found a single error in the font.  With every advance in the technology, there were hundreds of choices to make.  It became more and more confusing.  Eventually, he became some lost in the method of doing things, that he lost track of what it was he wanted to do in the first place, which was to write.  He became a technician, not a writer.

He lost so much sleep, that he became less efficient on his job.  He was eventually asked to go; he could not keep up with the latest programs they installed.  He did not know what he was going to do; he had to make lots of money to keep buying better computers.  

His wife could not stand to be around him anymore.  She took the kids and left him.  He barely noticed she left, so embroiled was he in installing a new modem card.  He neglected to eat and became a skeleton working on his computer.  He bought all his new computer gadgetry on the internet by charge card.

Eventually he died alone in his apartment trying to install more gigabytes of memory for a new superprogram he heard about.  When they broke down his door, they found a corpse hunched over the computer.

SINGING LIKE A BIRD IN A TREE

There was a musician who had trouble keeping his keys straight on the keyboard.  He tried and tried, but his fingers kept slipping.  Whenever he tried to play for an audience, his problem got worse.  He was very anxious to be praised for his work and this made him play all the worse.  He could not keep his hands synchronized with one another and his fingers played all the wrong notes.  His rhythm was way off and his harmonies went adrift.

He went to his teacher about this.  His teacher advised:  “Just feel the rhythm in your bones.  Rock your body as you play and you will not have any troubles.”

He tried to do this, but somehow it seemed to be a stupid thing to do.  This musician valued the higher harmonies than keeping in rhythm and did not see why it was so important.  He went back to playing one hand at a time, and then the other.  But try as he would, he just couldn’t keep his hands playing straight together.

In exasperation, he left his practice, concluding that he had no skill.  It was vain for him to believe he could be a good musician.  Although he heard beautiful celestial songs in his head, he just could not play them.  He became a businessman, but was never very happy about it.  He felt he had given up some important part of himself.

One day, he was taking a long walk in the country.  He sat under a tree to take a rest.  It was a beautiful spot and overlooked a far view in the distance.  He decided to sit crosslegged and contemplate it for awhile.

He paid attention to all he sensed.  Then he heard a bird singing.  He listened to it very carefully, for it was a fascinating sound.  The song of that bird seemed to be a world unto itself.  Then, from another tree, he heard another bird sing back.  Back and forth, they tweeted at each other.  Then, further away, there was a bird of another species singing its own song in rhythm.  As he listened carefully, there was a whole symphony of birds singing back and forth in perfect unison.

Listening more acutely, he noticed crickets singing in the grass were doing the same thing.  And in a nearby pond, frogs were getting into it, croaking and peeping back and forth like a bunch of jamming drummers.

They were so unselfconscious about what they were doing.  They were not worried about what impression they might make or whether they would get a good review to make their records sell.  They were simply doing it for its own sake.

He went home and took the dust cloth off his keyboard and hooked it up.  Experimentally he played a note with one hand, then a note with another hand.  He was not trying to play anything in particular.  He was just trying to see what would happen.  With a single finger on each hand, he played back and forth, just like he heard those birds sing.  Then he played with two fingers on each hand back and forth.  Finally he was playing with all five fingers on each hand, running his hands up and down the keyboard.  He was playing the music he always heard in his head!  He played day and night, not practicing, not with the intention of being a famous musician, but simply for its own sake.

As he played, friends heard him and gathered around.  They invited their friends to come and hear him play.  He did not stop them and he cared little whether they were there or not.  He was not playing the music anymore.  The music was playing him.  And that was all that counted.  He was like a bird singing in a remote tree, joyful for its existence.

He eventually became one of the most renowned musical artists in the land.  When they tried to grant him an award, he laughed out loud and gave it back to them.  When record producers offered him huge sums of money, he took only what he needed gave the rest away to poor people.  He refused to play at concerts.

He explained to them:  “If I were to seek recognition or riches for what I am doing, I would lose the creativity that I am tuned into to.  I would only be an image in your mind.

“You, too, can do this.  Why should it be an object of money and fame?  Would you make the birds singing in their trees rich and famous for their skills?  Would you reward the clouds in the blue sky for their beauty?  Would you offer the ocean to the fish?”

THERE IS A FINE LINE BETWEEN INTELLIGENCE AND INSANITY

Ah-So was wandering with his friends in the marketplace.  Fishwomen with silver teeth were hawking their wares and rug merchants with golden teeth were enticing him to examine their fine rugs.  In the center of the marketplace, there was a scholar and a madman.

The scholar was saying:  “As you can see, there is a hidden proximity factor between nothingness and beingness.  The existential pretext of the sense of beingness in the universe is an overriding factor in the square of mass times the speed of infinity through the bewildering tunnels of awareness in the forebrain of the average primate.  Furthermore…”  He went on like this for quite awhile as avid students took notes, hoping that they would get a Ph.D. out of this and make lots of money so they wouldn’t have to be underpaid graduate students anymore.

Meanwhile the madman was saying:  “We must get off this planet before it is too late!  Can you not see that there are aliens among us in disguise attempting to penetrate our brains and make puppets out of us all!  We must get on our knees and pray to Elvis our Savior in the golden clouds of heaven to come and rescue the worthy of us and condemn the rest to fire and brimstone in the realms of darkest space.  I beseech you…”  He was surrounded by a crowd who were nodding their heads in agreement.

Ah-So turned to his friends and remarked:  “It is just as I thought.  There is a fine line between genius and insanity.  But the one with true intelligence does not display himself in the marketplace.”

A bunch of crows began to caw-caw their laughter and flew away from the scene.  They had more important things to do than attend the incessant rantings of these humans.

THE WOMAN WHO PLANNED EVERYTHING

Once there was a woman who planned everything she was going to say.  In her head, she would rehearse precisely what she would say over and over.  She would keep re-editing what she would say.  She planned out the body language and the tone of voice she would have so it would have a given effect.  She watched others in how they said things and tried to imitate them as though she were a good actress.  She spent a lot of time in front of a mirror, playing out what she would say to someone.

She had a problem.  Everytime she tried to say what it was she had so carefully rehearsed, she would stutter her words.  She would fumble over her pronunciation.  Her body would be clumsy and she would bump into things.  The tone of her voice would sound insincere and everyone thought she was lying.  

When she went to job interviews, they thought she was untrustworthy.  When she spoke to friends, they thought she was an idiot.  Men did not find her attractive because of the way she fumbled over her words.

This made her try to rehearse what she said all the more carefully.  She went to acting school and carefully studied various techniques of projecting yourself.  She got so she was able to rehearse the lines of a play quite well.  But when she was on stage, she forgot them completely.

The harder she tried, the worse she got.  The more she planned her life in advance, the more uncontrolled it became.

What would you advise for someone like this?

FOOL’S GOLD

A person approached Ah-So excitedly.  She had a look of utter happiness on her face.  She explained:

“Ah-So!  At long last I believe I have found total peace and fulfillment!  I was meditating this morning and felt a deep merging with the Void.  I was listening to the birds sing and it was a pleasant sound.  Then I noticed the beauty of the sunlight on the trees and flowers.  I went to a stream and listened to the tinkling of the water and felt the warmth of the sun on my body.  I felt like I was really there, you know, really in the present moment.  I had no thoughts of the past or worries about the future.  I was simply happy to be alive.”

Ah-So suddenly grabbed her and shook her fiercely by the shoulders, screaming in her face:

“YOU ARE A WORTHLESS PIECE OF SHIT!  YOU CALL THAT ENLIGHTENMENT?  IF YOU COULD ONLY SEE HOW USELESS YOU ARE, YOU WOULD GO OFF AND KILL YOURSELF!”

She broke down crying and started to back off.

Ah-So smiled and touched her gently.  He apologized to her for his rude remark.  Then he said:  

“You see, if you were truly enlightened, you would react to that with precisely the same equanimity as you did with those more pleasant sensations earlier this morning.  It is easy to be enlightened with nice things like flowers and sunshine all around you.  This is what we call ‘Fool’s Gold’.

It is not so easy to keep it in the midst of the cruelties of the world.  If you could remain absolutely present when someone says or does something mean to you without anger or feeling sorry for yourself, only then are you really enlightened.

“It would be good for your practice to contemplate something that truly irritates you.  Be so present to it that you see it is not as bad as you have made it out to be in your mind.  It is even better to do this when you can do this in the midst of your day-to-day activities.  There are numerous opportunities for you, are there not?”

Ah-So picked up a rusty beer can and observed it with awe and wonder.  A siren on a police car drifted by.  A car honked persistently and loudly.  Ah-So listened to it like it was the song of an exotic bird, utterly accepting and present.  He inhaled the foul smell of the pollution like it was the fragrance of a beautiful flower.  He felt the cold of the oncoming winter like it was the warmest rays of summer.  He lived in his dump like it was a mansion.

AH-SO… WHERE IS HE?

Ah-So has disappeared somewhere and there are only rumors of where he has gone.  He quit his job and became a single person.  He is only an unrecognized face among the numerous homeless ones.  It is said that he wanders around with a shopping cart full of junk, salvaging what he can sell.

Or perhaps he has wandered off into the high mountains beyond the beck and call of humans.  He lives as naturally as one of the animals.  He lives deep in the woods, far from the property boundaries of humans.  He is a squatter, but where he is, no one can find him and no one cares.  

He has no name and he has no mind.  He is nowhere and everywhere at once. 

FINAL WORDS OF AH-SO:

If you try to be a good lover…

You will lose the ability to perform…

If you try to be rich…

You will be poor…

If you try to attain fame…

You will be unknown…

If you try to be enlightened…

You will only be playing with words…

If you try to breath regularly…

You will choke…

If you try to be understanding…

You will be cruel…

If you are aware of your footsteps…

You will fall off the tightrope of life…

If you look up at the peak…

You will collapse from exhaustion.

If you peek into the depths…

You will fall and fall...

If you look inside…

You will find there is no end.

