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Contentment (Part 2)

The Tao

At first, this story may not seem applicable to our lives. We are not
likely to bring farm animals inside our homes and then get rid of them
just to experience happiness. What is the point of such a story, talking
about something that will never happen to us?

Things become much clearer when we go deeper into the story and
realize that it isn’t really describing an actual scenario at all. Like the
best Tao stories, it uses symbols to point out truths about the way we
live.

Naturally, most of us would consider it ludicrous to live with a cow,
a goat and a chicken. At the same time, many of us would not hesitate to
bring physical clutter into our homes, and mental clutter into our minds.
This is because we have this notion that more is better, so we need to
add to our possessions. We are like the villager looking around his home
and feeling depressed about not having enough. Thus, allowing animals
into the house is actually a metaphor for increasing the complexity in our
lives.

The chicken is that which creates distracting annoyances in our
lives. Think about all the times you plan to do something, only to get
sidetracked by one distraction or another. For instance, you may go
online, intending to look up certain information, but end up doing
anything but. You find yourself browsing email messages, social network
posts, online games, viral videos — and getting no closer to your original
goal. You have been diverted by the chicken that is running all over your
mind.

Another example is what may happen when you are cleaning up a
room. In the process of tidying things up, you pick up a piece of paper
that catches your attention, perhaps a printed brochure with information
you find interesting. You pause to read it, and something about it makes
you want to reference additional information in books. You pursue the
train of thought, jumping from one book to another, forgetting all about
cleaning the room. The chicken has distracted you again.

The cow is that which takes up an unexpected amount of space in
our lives. In the material world, this can manifest as objects we hoard in
our homes. In our thoughts, this can manifest as anger, hatred, worries or
anxieties that weigh heavily in the mind. In our interactions with other
people, this can manifest as unnecessary obligations that are much more
troublesome than anticipated. Such things add up to become a huge
obstacle in life, and just like the villager needing to go around the cow to
do anything, we expend a great deal of time, energy and effort to work
around the obstacle. This can have a significant impact on us, keeping us
from doing the things we really want to do.

The goat is that which interferes with one’s spiritual cultivation, or
obstructs one’s progress on the path. This is something that the Buddha
touched on when he spoke of the Eightfold Path. The Buddha’s teaching
points out that there is a right way to follow in every aspect of life, a way
that supports your spiritual growth. If you are not able to stay on it, you
may create karmic consequences that will stop your progress or even set
you back.

For example, it is not uncommon for us to give in to the heat of
the moment and lash out at other people in anger. We may regret it later
on, but that regret cannot undo the damage, nor can it erase the fact that

By Derek Lin

we have failed to follow the right path of compassion. It is also possible
for us to compound the problem by justifying ourselves, convincing
ourselves that someone else is to blame, that someone else “deserved”
the anger. When we do this, we have denied reality, and failed to view
ourselves in the right perspective, with the right understanding. It is as if
the goat has chewed up the sutra and eaten it, and we have forgotten the
lessons of the Buddha.

In the beginning of the story, the villager was not content. He
kept thinking of himself as poor, so all he could see was his lack, his
insufficiency of not having enough. This perceived lack gave rise to
discontentment, and his depression was the symptom.

By the end of the story, everything went back to the way it was
before, but now the villager’s mind-set was completely different. He did
not become any wealthier, but he gained the understanding that it was
actually a blessing to not have too much. Rather than seeing the lack of
things in his home, now he could see the emptiness that gave his home
its usefulness. This new perception was a blessing that gave rise to his
contentment.

At the end of Tao Te Ching chapter 44, Lao Tzu says:

Knowing contentment avoids disgrace

Knowing when to stop avoids danger

Thus one can endure indefinitely

The contentment that the villager discovered was not transient.
Once he understood the lesson from the sage, he could hold on to that
understanding, and always feel content as long as he appreciated having
a space in which to be himself. For him, this was an important key to
living gracefully, and it would serve him well all his life.

Take a look at your life from the same perspective. Have you also
felt the lack or insufficiency from time to time, like the villager? What
are the areas of life where you want to acquire more? What makes you
feel the need for more? What is the source of your discontentment?

Think about what you are adding into your life. Can they actually
be the annoyance of the chicken, the bulk and weight of the cow, or the
self-sabotage of the goat? Are you allowing them into your mind without
realizing it?

When you uncover such elements that have a negative impact on
your cultivation, you will want to follow the sage’s instructions and
let them out. Remove distractions, discard physical clutter, let go of
emotional baggage, and keep yourself on the right path. Just as barnyard
animals do not belong in your house, there are negative elements in life
that you simply do not need to keep in your mind.

Once your animals are out in the yard, you can return to the
simplicity of the Tao with a new mind-set. Appreciate and enjoy the
space you have freed up for yourself. Come to the realization that when
you are content, you’ll be happy wherever you are. When you lack
contentment, you’ll feel depressed even in paradise. The content are
wealthy no matter how little they possess, just as the discontent are poor
no matter how much they have. Let this understanding inspire gratitude
in all of us, and let it be the source of our happiness as we cherish
everything — the empty space, the special moments — all around us.

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