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The Dream of the Butterfly (Part I)

It was a cool evening in ancient China. Chuang Tzu's friend
went looking for him at the local inn. He found Chuang Tzu sitting
at a table, sipping his tea in a contemplative mood.

"There you are!" Chuang Tzu's friend greeted him. "I thought
by now you would be telling everybody another one of your stories.
Why so quiet?"

"There is a question on my mind," said Chuang Tzu, "a
question about existence."

"I see. Would you like me to leave you alone to your
thoughts?"

"No, let me share it with you. Perhaps you can provide me
with your perspective."

"My perspective is of little value, but I would be glad to listen."
He pulled up a chair.

"I was out for a stroll late in the afternoon," said Chuang Tzu.
"[ went to one of my favorite spots under a tree. I sat there, thinking
about the meaning of life. It was so warm and pleasant that I soon
relaxed, dozed off, and drifted into a dream. In my dream, I found
myself flying up above the field. I looked behind me and saw that I
had wings. They were large and beautiful, and they fluttered rapidly.
I had turned into a butterfly! It was such a feeling of freedom and
joy, to be so carefree and fly around so lightly in any way I wished.
Everything in this dream felt absolutely real in every way. Before
long, I forgot that I was ever Chuang Tzu. I was simply the butterfly
and nothing else."

"I've had dreams of flying myself, but never as a butterly,"
Chuang Tzu's friend said. "This dream sounds like a wonderful
experience."

"It was, but like all things, it had to end sooner or later.
Gradually, I woke up and realized that I was Chuang Tzu after all.
This is what puzzles me."

"What is so puzzling about it? You had a nice dream, that's all
thereisto it."

"What if [ am dreaming right now? This conversation I am
having with you seems real in every way, but so did my dream. I
thought I was Chuang Tzu who had a dream of being a butterfly.
What if I am a butterfly who, at this very moment, is dreaming of
being Chuang Tzu?"

"Well, I can tell you that you are actually Chuang Tzu, not a
butterfly."

Chuang Tzu smiled: "You may simply be part of my dream,
no more or less real than anything else. Thus, there is nothing you
can do to help me identify the distinction between Chuang Tzu
and the butterfly. This, my friend, is the essential question about the
transformation of existence."

Many philosophers and students of the Tao feel that of all the
stories ever told by Chuang Tzu, this is the one that best captures his
essence. There is so much agreement on this that the butterfly has
come to represent Chuang Tzu in Chinese culture. But what is so
special about this story? It seems rather short and simple, so why do
people consider it to be so imporant?

by Derek Lin

One thing that sages have observed about the world is that
many people talk too much but convey little that is meaningful.
The Tao seems to be the opposite in that it says nothing and yet
expresses everything. The sages occupy a position between the two
in that they speak concisely but convey a world of wisdom. This
characteristic applies to Chuang Tzu and this story as well - it may
appear to be simplistic, it does not seem to say much, and yet hidden
within it are four important lessons for us to ponder.

First Lesson: Oneness

By connecting himself with the butterfly, Chuang Tzu is
pointing out that all living things are united by the life force within
them. The drive to survive and thrive in us is the very same drive
that also exists in everything from the largest creatures to the
smallest insects. When we recognize this, we can begin to see
ourselves as part of nature, not apart from nature.

Chuang Tzu has chosen the butterfly deliberately to emphasize
this point. In terms of appearance, the butterflty seems as different
from a human being as anything can be. Nevertheless, at a
fundamental level it is exactly like us - a manifestation of life, and
therefore of the Tao, in the material world.

If we can say that about a butterfly, then we can say that about
anything. Therefore, one of the most basic truths in the world is that
all are one.

Second Lesson: Life is Like a Dream

Chuang Tzu is also pointing out in this story that a dream can
seem every bit as real as our waking existence. All the sights and
sounds, feelings and emotions in the dream can be just as vivid and
intense as our experience in reality.

This lesson is an exercise in detachment in two areas of life:
emotional obsessions and material obsessions. The key to this
lesson is the understanding that if we can see how dreams can seem
completely real, then we can also see how reality can be just like a
dream.

We can become emotionally obsessive when we interact with
others. Sometimes people say positive things about us and we grasp
onto their compliments and approval; sometimes they say negative
things instead and we cling to the destructive feelings of taking
offense or being attacked.

Let us use the negative side as an example. Suppose someone
has said something that you find extremely hurtful and insulting,
and you become angry. You wish to regain your tranquility, but your
anger makes it impossible. What to do?

(To be continued)

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