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THE TRUE MAN (From Thomas Merton, The Way of Chuang Tzu)

What is meant by a "true man'?

The true men of old were not afraid
When they stood alone in their views.
No great exploits. No plams.

If they failed, no sorrow.

No self-congratulation in success.

They scaled cliffs, never dizzy,
Plunged in water, never wet,

Walked through fire and were not burnt.
Thus their knowledge reached all the way
To Tao.

The true men of old

Slept without dreams,

Woke without worries.

Their food was plain.

They breathed deep.

True men breathe from their heels.

CUTTING UP AN OX

Prince Wen Hui's cook

Was cutting up an ox.

Out went a hand,

Down went a shoulder,

He planted a foot,

He pressed with a knee,
The ox fell apart

With a whisper,

The bright cleaver murmured
Like a gentle wind.
Rhythm! Timing!

Like a sacred dance,

Like "The Mulberry Grove,"
Like ancient harmonies!

"Good work!" the Prince exclaimed,
"Your method is faultless!"
"Method?" said the cook

Laying aside his cleaver,

"Wwhat I follow is Tao

Beyond all methods!

"When I first began
To cut up oxen

I wuld see before me
The whole ox

All in one mass.

Others breathe with their gullets,
Half-strangled. In dispute

They heave up arguments

Like vomit.

Where the fountains of passion
Lie deep

The heavenly springs

Are soon dry.

The true men of old

Knew no lust for life,
No dread of death.

Their entrance was without gladness,

Their exit, yonder,
Without resistance.
Easy come, easy g0.
They did not forget where from,

"After three years
I no longer saw. this mass.
I saw the distinctions.

"But now, I see nothing
With the eye.
Apprehends.
My senses are idle.
Free to work without plan.
Follows its own instinct
Guided by natural line,
By the secret opening, the hidden space,
My cleaver finds its own way.

I cut through no joint, chop no bone.

My whole being
The spirit

"A good cook needs a new chopper
Once a year - he cuts.

A poor cook needs a new one
Every month - he hacks!

"I have used this same cleaver
Nineteen wpears.

It has cut up

A thousand oxen.

Its edge is as keen

As 1if newly sharpened.

Nor ask where to,
Nor drive grimly forward

Fighting their way through life.
They took life as it came, gladly;
Took death as it came, without care;
And went away, yonder, i
Yonder!

They had no mind to fight Tao.

They did not try, by their own contriving,
To help Tao along.

These are the ones we call true men.

Minds free, thoughts gone

Brows clear, faces serene.

Were they cool? Only cool as autumm.
Were they hot? No hotter than spring.
All that came out of them

Came quiet, like the four seasons.

"There are spaces in the joints;

The blade is thin and keen:

When this thinness

Finds that space .

There is all the room you need!

It goes like a breeze!

Hence I have this cleaver nineteen years
As if newly sharpened!

"True, there are sometimes

Tough joints. I feel them coming,
I slow down, I watch closely,
Hold back, barely move the blade,
And whump! the part falls away
Landing like a clod of earth.

"Then I withdraw the blade,
I stand still

And let the joy of the work
Sink in. .

I clean the blade

And put it away."

Prince Wen Hui said,

"This is it! My cook has shown me
How I ought to live
My own life!"
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