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The Wheel Maker (Part IT)

Chuang Tzu is making several points with this one story. The
primary point is that books are filled with dead, static knowledge,
while the Tao is all about the vibrant, dynamic wisdom of life. If we
look for the Tao in books, we won't find it anywhere; if we look for
the Tao in life, we will find it everywhere.

Chuang Tzu's secondary point, equally important, is about
moderation. There are two aspects of moderation that Chuang Tzu
delves into, and the first has to do with quantities and amounts
- things that can be measured in some way. The Wheel Maker
explained that the hole in the center of the wheel must not be too
big or too small. In the same way, we discover as we go through life
that both excess and lack tend to be negative. We want things to be
Just right - not too much and not too little.

Mass production techniques did not exist in ancient China,
so each axle to be fitted with wheels was slightly different in size.
This meant the Wheel Maker had to match each set of wheels for
a particular axle. Dimensions that fit one axle perfectly may be
completely off for another.

It is the same with life. There are no standard amounts that
are appropriate for everyone in every situation. Each individual is
different, so what one person considers perfect may be completely
unacceptable to another. For instance, temperature that I consider
moderate may be too hot or too cold for someone else. It all
depends.

As the Wheel Maker pointed out, sometimes less skillful
craftsmen would force an axle into a hole that was not quite large
enough. This resulted in damage to the wheel, either immediately or
after some wear and tear.

This idea applies in many different areas in life. If we force
ourselves to overeat when we are already full, we end up damaging
the body. If we force friends to listen to us when they really don't
want to, we end up damaging the friendship. Even if nothing seems
broken, that doesn't mean everything is okay. The damage may not
be easy to spot, like hairline cracks in a wooden wheel that can split
apart at any moment.

Another aspect of moderation has to do with the process of
getting things done. The Wheel Maker figured out the right speed to
chisel, so he could do his work in a way that was effective and yet
perfectly calm and composed. This meant he was in tune with the
Tao and could progress at the natural pace and thythm of the task at
hand.

The same concept applies to us as we get things done in life.
Oftentimes we make the mistake in thinking faster is better, so we
try to work as quickly as possible. We push ourselves to do more in
less time, and in the mad rush we make mistakes, forget details, and
stress ourselves out.

A good friend once told me of a fond memory from her
childhood. Every Sunday morning, her entire family would get
ready for church. Everyone would be rushing to get dressed and
have breakfast; the whole household would be in complete disarray.
When her grandmother saw this, she would say: "Let's slow down
so we can get there faster."

by Derek Lin

This may sound like a paradox, but is in fact great wisdom.
Our problem in the modern world is usually going too fast, so
slowing down brings us back to moderation. We need to keep this in
mind because life seems to be full of due dates, deadlines, and tasks
that are "urgent" but not necessarily important. These things become
stress factors and build up tension. We force ourselves through
them, thinking we are "productive" while unable to see the hairline
fractures that are spreading through the wheel of life. At some point,
things start falling apart, and we wonder where we went wrong.

How can we know the right speed with which to proceed?
There is no magic formula. The only way to discover the natural
rhythm and pace of the Tao is through experience. By living life
with awareness, we can feel the most appropriate speed in any given
situation. This is the same feeling that the Wheel Maker was talking
about. No one can teach it to you; it is something you need to learn
on your own.

This is why we say the Tao is experiential. As Lao Tzu also
points out, although the Tao is fundamental to our existence,
it cannot be spoken of or named with words. It must be lived,
experienced... and above all it must be felt.

How can we tell that this Tao is aligned with moderation?
By simple observation. One characteristic of the Tao is that it is
everlasting. Therefore, when we observe positive results that last,
we can be certain that they come from actions that are congruent
with the Tao.

To the Wheel Maker, a positive, lasting result meant a wheel
that rolled smoothly and was so durable that it could provide many
years of trouble-free service. Moderation is responsible for creating
this excellent result. Therefore, it must be moderation and not
extremism that mirrors the Tao.

The final point by Chuang Tzu may not be easy to see. It is a
point that returns full circle to connect the pursuit of knowledge with
moderation. It is important for us to emphasize because it was never
Chuang Tzu's intention to denigrate learning - only the immoderate
and dogmatic pursuit of knowledge. When we are too obsessive
with books, we tend to become arrogant and lose sight of practical,
everyday reality.

The Wheel Maker's message for King Huan was not to
completely discard books. Such a message would certainly not be
in accordance with moderation. The Wheel Maker pointed out the
importance of feelings and experience, and the fact that they could
not be found in books. His unspoken advice to the King was to seek
the proper balance, to absorb not just book knowledge but also life
knowledge.

This message applies to us too. As we study the hidden lessons
in Chuang Tzu's story, let us also make sure we are not neglecting
the valuable lessons that life has to offer. And as we go forth to
experience these lessons, let us bring along moderation as our ever-
present and everlasting companion. We will use the Tao to learn the
Tao!

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