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The Sacrificial Cow (Part 2)

The Tao

The most obvious message in this story is a
warning against the overzealous pursuit of power.
So many of us compete with one another to gain
higher positions in the social heirarchy, but at
what cost?

It is not uncommon for us to see people
who have achieved a lot in the business world
while neglecting their health, relationships,
and family. Publicly, they seem like the Royal
Minister, commanding others and enjoying all
the good things life has to offer. Privately, they
may feel more like the sacrificial cow about to be
slaughtered.

At a deeper level, the story is not just about
positions of power, but also all the temptations
we chase after. The blanket to cover the cow is
the material things we want; the feed for the cow
is the physical pleasures we desire; the praying
of the villagers is the fame and attention we seek.
Chuang Tzu’s message is that these seemingly
attractive things, carried to an extreme, can lead
us down a path of destruction. The festival may
be a celebration for the villagers, but for the cow
it is the loss of everything.

Does this mean Chuang Tzu wants us to
refrain from having any kind of material success?
Is it a teaching of the Tao that a life of poverty is
a life of carefree happiness, as represented by the
calves in the field?

Some may think this is the case, but the
masters of the Tao know there is more to it. In the
story, Chuang Tzu asked the envoy what he would
choose if he were aware of what would happen.
This is the key. Chuang Tzu’s main point, more
important than anything else, is the distinction of
awareness.

The point is crucial because awareness leads
to different choices, different choices lead to

by Derek Lin

different actions, and different actions lead to
different paths of destiny. This is the real lesson
at the deepest level of this story: whatever you do
in life, do it with as much awareness as possible.
Understand what you are getting into and what
it means, not just for the present but also for the
future. Do not be the sacrificial cow, being led
around by the nose, with no clear idea of what
will happen next.

Many people live that way without knowing
it. They think they determine their own choices
and actions, when in reality their choices are
dictated by consumer marketing, and their actions
are driven by societal expectations. They go
through the motions day after day, comfortably
numb in conforming to familiar patterns, like the
cow being tended to by the peasants.

Cultivating the Tao is the way to awaken from
this sleepwalking existence. You know the cow
has no choice but to follow its fate, but you can
exercise your ability to choose yours. When a
choice is presented to you, you look at not only
its surface, but also its substance. Sometimes,
seeing an offer clearly will cause you to turn
away from it, just as Chuang Tzu did in the story.
Other times, your clarity enables you to see
the real merits of the choice, which may not be
immediately apparent.

Not all choice in life are like the position of
the Royal Minister — a dangerous trap with an
attractive lure. Some are genuine opportunities
that can lead to personal growth, fulfilling work,
perhaps great benefits for yourself and others.
As such, they can be perfectly in tune with the
Tao. Always bring your awareness to the decision
point, so you can be sure to avoid danger while
still receive blessings that rightfully belong to
you.

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