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Chuang Tzu’s Last Lesson

After a long and eventful life, the time had come for
Chuang Tzu to go. He was on his deathbed, surrounded
by his disciples, who informed him that they were making
preparations for an elaborate funeral.

“Why do we need to make things so complicated?”
Chuang Tzu asked them. “Instead of all these items you are
planning to bury with me, I much prefer having the sun and
the moon as my burial jades, and the stars as my jewels. I’ll
have the myriad things of the world to accompany me into
death. Can you see that everything has already been prepared
for my funeral? Why add anything more to it?”

The senior disciple tried to explain: “Master, if you don’t
want anything, we will end up with a lot of empty space in
the large coffin we are going to build for you.”

Chuang Tzu’s tone remained firm: “I don’t want a coffin

by Derek Lin

either. Just leave me out in the open. Heaven and earth shall
be my coffin. What can be better than that?”

All the disciples objected: “Master, if we do that, the
vultures will come to feed on your body!”

“That’s right,” Chuang Tzu smiled at them. “If I am
aboveground, the vultures will feed on me. So what will
happen if I am underground instead? Well, it shall be the
worms and insects that will have a feast instead. Can you
give me a good reason why I should favor one over the
other?”

The disciples looked at him and at one another,
completely at a loss for words. Chuang Tzu looked back
at them with amusement in his eyes, knowing he had only
moments left. This, he thought to himself, was not a bad way
to go at all.

The Tao

Chuang Tzu was always the sage who not only talked
the talk, but also walked the walk. To him, the concept of
detachment was not just something to discuss or analyze. It
was the way he lived, and it was also the way he wished to
die.

His disciples, on the other hand, still thought in
conventional ways and placed much importance on all the
considerations of the material world. To them, an elaborate
funeral to honor their teacher made sense.

What they failed to comprehend was the idea that Lao
Tzu expressed in chapter 5 of the Tao Te Ching:

Heaven and Earth are impartial

They regard myriad things as straw dogs
The sages are impartial

They regard people as straw dogs

The straw dogs were small figurines made from straws,
to be used in rituals in ancient times. They were an important
part of the ritual while it lasted, but when the ritual was over,
so was their usefulness. They were summarily dumped into
trash or burned in a pyre without a second thought.

This was Lao Tzu’s striking metaphor for life. The
physical bodies that you and I inhabit are the straw dogs.
While the ritual of life is happening, it is important for us to
care for the body, for it is an indispensible part of the ritual.
When the ritual of life comes to an end, the straw dog is no
longer important or useful, so it is discarded. Seeing this
clearly teaches us that there is no need to be overly attached
to anything.

This is exactly what Chuang Tzu wanted to say, in his
own unique way. While his disciples were overwhelmingly
concerned about what items should accompany him for his
journey into the hereafter, he alone saw the truth that you
literally cannot take anything with you. The more we take
this to heart, the more ludicrous it seems to argue about what
should and should not be included in the coffin or burial
chambers.

Death is the ultimate form of detachment. It is not a
journey for which you need to pack and prepare. It is a return
to the simplicity of the Tao. We make this return trip exactly
same way we came — with absolutely nothing.

This is a wisdom that brings spiritual liberation. When
you see that there is no need to worry about or obsess over
what comes after, you free up tremendous energy to focus
on the here and now. This focus in the present moment is
what lets you be at your best. Those who can live this Tao
are truly blessed, for when it is time for them to go, they can
leave without any regrets. They know, beyond the shadow of
a doubt, that they have left nothing undone.

Of all the things Chuang Tzu could talk about on his
deathbed, this was the one topic he chose. This is because
he recognized the critical nature of death to life. To know
how to die is to know how to live. Chuang Tzu’s last lesson,
quite naturally, was also the most crucial lesson in all of his
teachings on the Tao.

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