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Chinese New Year

By: Christopher Chen

Chinese New Year is a very important holiday. There are
many customs that are done on New Year’s Eve and on New
Year’s Day.

On New Year’s Eve, families come together for a
celebration dinner, also called “surrounding the hearth ([#]
¥8).” Sitting around the hearth symbolizes unity and the
value of spending important occasions together with family.
Dinner begins when everybody from the family is present. If
someone cannot come, a table setting is still placed for that
person to symbolize his or her presence. We eat New Year
Cake (¥F#%) because it means getting better. We also eat
dumplings because it is shaped like a gold ingot (7T% ) and
represents wealth. People used to give New Year’s money
in one hundred copper coins strung on a piece of red string,
symbolizing that one would live to be a hundred years old.
Today, money is given in red envelopes (4z¢L) to represent
good fortune.

Offerings are given to the ancestors when it is the end of
the old year as gratitude for their blessings and to pray for
peace in the coming year. According to the legend, there is
a Nien monster (52k) that comes to eat people. The Nien
monster always ate other animals, but since there were none
in winter, it started eating people. People of the village found
out that it was afraid of the color red, fire, and loud noises, so
they put red wood on their doors and windows, bonfires in
front of their houses, and banged instruments to create loud
noises. When the Nien monster came, it was so afraid that
it ran back into the forest and never returned. The next day,
people congratulated each other (#%4&) for not being eaten
by the Nien monster. Now, we post spring couplets (£ %),
light firecrackers (¥#}%), and stay up ushering the New Year
(5F#%,) to keep away the Nien monster.

People also used to scare the Nien monster with loud pops
made from bamboo and then placed in the fire. The invention
of gunpowder helped the manufacture of exploding bamboo
become more and more advanced and people began stringing
individual bamboos together, creating the first incarnation of
the modern day firecracker.

On Chinese New Year, a few restrictions are that no one
should fight, punish, or pick up scissors because it means that
you will fight and quarrel. No one should sweep the house
or take out the trash because you will be throwing away your
luck and wealth for the next year. You should not break any
plates or bowls, but if you do, you must say “Peace (pieces)
for all time.”

6™ Grader BB 50 <F R

People put poetic couplets of calligraphy on their front
doors to express the feeling of life’s renewal and the return
of spring. It is also common to hang calligraphic writing of
the Chinese characters for “spring (#)” and “wealth (%&).”
People will even invert these drawings since the Chinese
word for “inverted (#£])” is a homonym in Chinese for “arrive
(31),” thus signify that spring and wealth have arrived.

On February 1, our temple had a celebration for Chinese
New Year. The temple had many events in the morning.
First, we prayed to our ancestors. Next, there was a lion
dance. There were four lions and two people controlled
each. The lions first did a dance in front of the temple, and
then they went upstairs to worship the Buddhas. After that,
martial artists demonstrated different types of kung fu and
used different weapons. The kung fu was so amazing and I
wish I could do it too. When we were giving cabbages and
tangerines to the lions, I was still holding on to the plate, so
the food scattered everywhere. It was so embarrassing,

Then, we went inside to solve some riddles. I knew a lot of
them, but I did not get a prize. In the middle, we watched a
color string dancing performance (3% ###%). The dancer used
different color strings and twirled it while dancing.

In the afternoon, there were six booths for kite making,
paper folding, holiday cards, spring couplets, games, and
tea gathering. The kite-making booth used wrapping paper,
string, plastic bag strips, and barbecue sticks. In paper folding,
I made a pig puppet that looked really cute. Many people
were making holiday cards to give to others. My sister made
two cards, one for my mom and one for her friend.

At the spring couplet-making booth, I wrote the Chinese
characters “spring (#)” and “wealth (%%).” My mom also
brought home one that said, “May your intentions become
reality (& 48 % #%,).” A professional was writing a lot about
luck, wealth, long life, and happiness, but my mom chose that
one because she thought it was the most important. When we
got home, we hung them in our house. We even inverted the
ones that say spring and wealth. I also played Chinese chess
at the games booth many times. Many older people were
drinking tea and having conversations as well.

My favorite part of that day was the lion dance. I also liked
the games booth. Sadly, my sister was sick, so she did not
really experience Chinese New Year like I did. Still, Chinese
New Year is the best holiday ever!
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The Chef Cuts Up the Ox (Part 2)

(Continued)

Butchering may seem like an unlikely subject for Chuang Tzu.
Is it really the best way for him to convey his ideas about the Tao?
Why not tell a story about meditation instead? Why butchering?

Chuang Tzu understood that the Tao was everywhere, even
in things and activities we least expect. He chose butchering
deliberately to drive this point home. The truth is that we don't need
to be in a temple to be close to the Tao. If a cook can connect with
the Tao while cutting cattle in the kitchen, then we can also connect
with it in anything we do, and in any place we happen to be.

His descriptions of the Royal Chef's actions were just as
deliberate. They convey the essential characteristic of a sage: living
life smoothly, gracefully, with a gentle touch, artistic flair... and
surprising effectiveness.

How can we live life the same way? The Royal Chef offered the
Duke a lesson in four parts:

1. Use Your Intuition

Tao sages never rely solely on their physical senses. Like the
Chef meeting the ox with his mind, they always look beyond
the surface to discern the underlying essence. This is particularly
important in life, because so often we encounter situations that are
not what they seem at first. Going by the appearance, like seeing
the ox with the eyes instead of the mind, will all but guarantee that
we miss the hidden agenda.

Once the sages perceive the underlying essence of a situation,
they follow the dictates of this essence to determine their actions
and words. This creates an interesting dynamic where observers see
transcendant skill in everything they do, but they see themselves as
simply moving along the natural path.

This application of the Tao requires practice to master. In
recent history, we have seen decisions made with "gut feelings"
or "instincts" that resulted in utter disasters. In every instance,
it is invariably because the decider proceeded based on surface
appearance without understanding the underlying essence. We can
learn from their failures.

2. Maintain Your Sharpness

Many people struggle mightily against problems in life. They are
the ones Chuang Tzu pointed to as the average cook. When they
try to force their way through obstacles, it is just like an average
cook trying to hack his way through an ox. They may eventually
succeed, but only at a great cost — their blades have become much
duller.

The sharpness of the blade in this context refers to your physical,
mental and spiritual well-being. When this sharpness is blunted,
your well-being suffers, and your ability to face other problems in
life will diminish.

This is why it is eminently practical to study the Tao. By
mastering and practicing the proven methods of the sages, we
resolve problems (cut through oxen) effortlessly. There is no
exhaustion, whether physical or otherwise. We feel great and full of
energy (the blade remains sharp) and we are ready to face whatever
other issues may come our way.

by Derek Lin

3. Focus Your Attention

Upon hearing that one should follow intuition, some may get the
wrong idea and follow randomness instead. They act in careless
and thoughtless ways when the teaching talks about being carefree
yet thoughtful. Chuang Tzu was aware of this common error and
addressed it by having the Chef emphasize the importance of
slowing down, increasing your awareness, and being cautious.

Joints represent the complexities of life. Unraveling such
complexities is like cutting through joints. They may be situations
full of impossible and mutually incompatible demands, where
satisfying one group of people brings you into conflict with
another group. There is no way to solve such problems with simple
solutions, just like a blade cannot separate a compex joint with a
straight cut.

Sages solve such problems by focusing their attention. They
observe the situation from different perspectives until they see
exactly where they can do the most good. Often, this is a pivotal
point where the skillful application of leverage produces the
greatest impact. When they finally take action, it may be something
small and seemingly effortless - perhaps only a word or a gesture -
but the dillema falls apart, just like the ox.

4. Complete Your Work

Chuang Tzu's last point is to emphasize the art of living life. Even
if you do not think of yourself as an artist, a life well lived is like a
beautifully crafted work of art. There can be just as much joy and
satisfaction in life as there is in creating a masterpiece. If butchering
can be done with an artistic flair, then is there anything under the
sun that cannot be done in a similar or better way?

This is a sense of fulfillment that goes well beyond the joy of
maintaining one's physical, mental and spiritual health. You can
look at your life and feel an inner knowing that you have lived
exactly as you should. You know that you have done your part in
the greater scheme of things, and all is right with the world.

As the Duke said, this is a priceless principle. It illustrates wu wei
and clarifies its meaning. The Tao tradition does not teach "there is
no need to do anything" as some may believe. From the words of
the Chef, we can see the teaching really says "there is always a way
to do anything that is smooth, graceful, effortless, and enjoyable at
the deepest level." This is what wu wei really means.

When life brings you into contact with another ox, recall this
story to mind. Bring out your blade - it should be as sharp as ever,
if you have followed the teaching correctly. Regard the ox not with
your eyes but with your mind. Let the Tao move your hands, but
slow down whenever appropriate and vary your approach until you
find the right spot.

Before long, you will become the skillful Royal Chef. Everyone
around you will think you have great skills in solving the most
complex problems in life. You alone will know that it is not a skill.
Rather, it is the Tao that transcends all skills!

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