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The Ax (Part 1)

The emissary returned to the palace and reported that
he completed his routine task of message delivery to the
neighboring kingdoms. "Excellent," the king approved.
"While you were traveling, did you see or hear about
anything interesting?"

"One item, Your Majesty. Many days ago, in the
Kingdom of Ying, I stopped at a country inn to have supper
and saw a most extraordinary martial arts demonstration.

"The inn was undergoing renovation, so there were
many workers around. One of them, an old carpenter, was a
bit careless and got some lime on his nose. It was just a tiny
bit of lime, as thin as the wing on a fly. But still, it was
unsightly and distracting. I thought he would simply wipe it
off, but he called out to one of the masons and said, 'Hey,
want to practice your special skill?'

"The mason said, 'Sure!' He looked happy as he
brought out a large ax. He hefted it and waved it around. I
saw this and could not help but wonder - what were these
two planning to do with such a fearsome weapon?

"After a few more practice swings, he asked the
carpenter: 'Ready?'

"The carpenter smiled casually and replied, 'Whenever
you are.' He seemed completely at ease, which only
increased my puzzlement and curiosity.

"The mason concentrated and suddenly swung the ax.
I jumped, completely surprised, because I thought he would
surely chop his friend's head off.

"The carpenter did not move at all. The ax passed right
in front of him. The lime was gone but his nose was
completely unharmed. His expression was composed, his
breathing was normal, and he seemed just as relaxed as
before.

"I could not believe it, Your Majesty. | had never
witnessed such an amazing display of ax wielding skill."

"Incredible!" The king exclaimed. "I want you to find
the mason and bring him to me. I must see this for myself."

The emissary embarked on his new mission. He
returned to the country inn and found the mason. After
some effort and persistence, he was able to talk the mason
into returning to the palace with him.

As soon as they reached the palace, the emmisary took
the mason to the king. "You must be the legendary ax
master," the king said. "I have heard about your special

by Derek Lin

skill. You are able to remove a thin coating of lime from
another man's nose without harming him. Is this true?"

"Yes, Your Majesty. I have practiced that skill for
years."

"Excellent," said the king. "I want you to perform it
for me. If you can do it, I shall reward you most
handsomely."

The mason seemed hesitant: "I am sorry, Your Majesty,
I--- I cannot do it."

"What? You are not interested in my rewards?"

"Yes, Your Majesty, but I can only do it with my
partner, the carpenter."”

"Oh, I see. Why didn't you say so? We will simply
have to bring him here."

"That is not possible, Your Majesty." There was a note
of infinite sadness in the mason's voice. "My partner has
passed away. I am afraid--- the special skill--- is lost
forever."

By now, we have enough experience with Chuang
Tzu's stories to realize that this story is also not what it
appears to be. Chuang Tzu is once again using symbols and
metaphors to describe an essential aspect of humanity.

The ax represents the interaction of human beings.
This covers all the different ways we communicate with
one another - verbally, physically, mentally, and so on. An
easy way for us to understand this is to think of the ax as
the words we use.

Just as the ax has sharp edges, our words have the
ability to hurt. When we engage each other in conversation,
it is as if we are swinging axes around. One wrong move
and we can wound someone's pride, offend people
inadvertently, or perhaps criticize the other person without
meaning to.

For the sake of safety, most of the time we keep our
axes covered up. We use polite phrases and politically
correct words to wrap around the sharp edges of the ax.
Although this works well in social situations, our protective
measures can also get in the way when we wish to
communicate openly, directly and honestly.

(To be continued)..........cceevveeeenverennnee.

For more articles on the Tao, please visit
www. TrueTao.org!
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