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Cold Ash (Part 2)

The Tao

We often associate the Tao with nature, and
we have the familiar mental image of a temple
or monastery far away from civilization, so the
idea of a Taoist cultivating in hermitage sounds
reasonable. This story disagrees. Why?

The truth is that hermitage will certainly give
you physical isolation, but perhaps not spiritual
elevation. Cold Ash enjoyed peace and quiet from
the lack of distractions, but this did not mean
he became better at handling them. Indeed, the
opposite was likely to be true, because his ability
to handle distractions became increasingly rusty in
that remote setting, so any negativity or annoyance
would get to him more, not less.

This is the central message of the story:
the hermit imagined he was at a higher level of
spiritual refinement, but that illusion shattered
upon contact with another human being. It was
particularly ironic that anger still smoldered within
Cold Ash, ready to burst into flame in an instant —
despite the name he had given himself.

Another important point is about the danger
of assumptions. Cold Ash assumed he was
spiritually accomplished. He had a high regard
for himself and looked upon people with a certain
amount of disdain. This is a common affliction
for many, whether they live in a mountain, a city,
or anywhere else. [solation, alienation, and the
assumption of superiority can happen to anyone
anywhere.

This assumption is the kind of arrogance that
rears its head when someone acquires a low level
of knowledge. His ego is inflated because he
knows more than a novice, and not yet enough to
realize how much more there is to learn. This is
why Lao Tzu cautions against knowledge several
times in the Tao Te Ching (for instance, chapter 19
talks about the benefit of abandoning knowledge,
and chapter 48 describes the pursuit of knowledge
as being opposed to the Tao). Despite Lao Tzu’s

by Derek Lin

warning, there are plenty of people studying the
Tao who fall into the trap. They talk to others in
the same condescending way that the hermit spoke
to the old man.

What, then, is the answer? How can we avoid
falling into the trap ourselves? If we have already
fallen into it, how can we get out?

The answer is that we need help from other
people. This does not mean asking the people
you admire for advice. It also does not mean
looking to the people who fail in life as your
counterexamples. What it means is that the way to
gauge our spiritual progress is to see how well or
poorly we deal with the most negative, difficult,
and downright annoying people out there. You
know who they are — they are the ones who push
your button, the ones who get under your skin, and
the ones you absolutely cannot stand.

We cannot deny that there can be great value
in getting away from it all and reconnecting with
nature. At the same time, we also know that the
annoying people of the world do not cease to exist
just because we don’t see them around for a while.
They are still out there, just as annoying as ever,
and ready to annoy you again as soon as you get
back. The only way it’ll ever be different with
them is if you become different within.

Ultimately, that is the challenge. Can we learn
to deal with people more calmly, gracefully and
smoothly, no matter how deserving of scorn they
may be? If you can master this challenge, then you
will know your attainment is real. There is no need
for you to move away from civilization, because
the Tao resides with you wherever you make your
home. There is no need for you to change your
name, because the essence within you, like the
Tao, shall be more truthful and powerful than any
names.

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