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Two Woodsmen

Once upon a time in ancient China, there was a woodsman who lived
in a mountain. His nearest neighbor was another woodsman who lived in
the next mountain to the east. The only source of water for both of them
was a stream that flowed between them, so every morning they would go
there to fill their buckets for the day.

After a while, they got to know one another better. They found they
had quite a bit in common. They were both interested in the Tao. They both
wished they had more time to study, but their daily routines kept them busy
Jjust to scratch out a living.

It went on like this for five years, until one day, when things changed.
The woodsman came to the stream as usual, but his neighbor did not show
up. He was surprised, but not overly concerned. He thought: “It’s probably
nothing. My friend probably overslept.”

It was the same the next day and the day after. The woodsman began
to worry. Then, an entire week went by, and still no sign of the neighbor.
This was most peculiar. The woodsman tried to imagine a possible reason
for such an extended absence, but could not think of anything.

A few more weeks passed, and the woodsman’s anxiety reached
his limit. He needed to do something about the situation. He thought:
“My friend may have fallen ill. I should go visit him, and see if there is
something, anything, I can do to help.”

He crossed the stream and went into the eastern mountain. After much
searching, he found the hut where his neighbor lived. He was surprised
to see his friend outside of the hut, practicing Tai Chi and looking very
healthy.

Feeling puzzled and amazed, the woodsman ran up and exclaimed:
“You haven't been to the stream for a month, and I was worried! How are
you able to survive all this time without water?”

His friend was glad to see him. He said: “I am sorry. I did not realize
you would be worried. Follow me — I have something to show you.”

The two of them walked to the back of the hut, where the woodsman
saw a newly constructed well. His friend pointed to it and said: “Over the
last five year, 1 worked on this well every day, after I was done chopping
wood.”

The woodsman looked into the well and said: “It’s quite a deep well!
How did you have the time or energy to work on it?”

“I didn't always have the time or energy,” his friend explained, “but
even when I was having a tough day, I would dig it just a little deeper.
Even one shovelful of digging was progress.”

“I see,” the woodsman began to understand. “This well started
producing water about a month ago, didn't it?”

His friend nodded and smiled: “Yes. From that day on, I no longer
needed to waste time going to the stream to fetch water. I could use the
time for what I really enjoy — my Tai Chi practice!”

The Tao

It is interesting how this ancient story speaks to our modern lives.
We may not live exactly like the two woodsmen, but we have our daily
routines just as they do. The stream is our means of livelihood, and we
attend to its demands every day, just like the woodsmen carrying their
buckets to the stream every morning.

We are also similar to the woodsmen in that our means of livelihood
take up most of our day, so by the end of it we don’t much left for anything
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else. We’re unable to dedicate ourselves to the things we truly enjoy and
the things that bring meaning to life. We become slaves to the routine; we
accept it as normal.

This story says it doesn’t have to be that way. There is more to life
than the nine-to-five. We don’t have to limit ourselves to a mundane
existence. We can learn from the woodsman’s friend, and dig a well for
ourselves.

From the material perspective, digging a well can mean saving a
part of what you earn, to build a nest egg for yourself. It can also mean
developing your abilities or learning new skills, to make yourself more
versatile and more employable. This will, in time, free us from having to
make the daily trek to fetch water.

From the spiritual perspective, digging a well can mean a daily
practice of spiritual cultivation. It may be time that you set aside for
reading, contemplation, rituals or meditation. None of us can become
enlightened overnight, but all of us can dig a spiritual well that, in time,
will begin to provide us with the water of enlightenment.

Many people feel they cannot dig such a well, whether from the
material perspective or the spiritual perspective, because they are just too
busy, or the time isn’t quite right yet. They may say: “One day, when my
kids are off to college, I will...” or “One day, when my mortgage is paid
off, I will...” or “The economy is still pretty bad at the moment, but it will
change soon...” or “I need to be patient, because my opportunity is coming
soon...” Unfortunately, “one day” and “soon” never actually arrive.

Tao cultivators realize that time is something you must create for
yourself. Most people spend whatever extra time they have watching
television, surfing the web, chatting or playing games on social networks.
While such activities are not necessarily wrong, it is quite possible that
an entire lifetime can pass you by without you ever getting closer to your
dreams. This is why Tao cultivators examine and manage their own leisure
activities. They see to it that long-term goals get the appropriate level of
priority over short-term entertainment or gratification.

Tao cultivators also take the long view, by looking beyond the present
far into the future. Their vision extends not to weeks or months from now,
but years from now. They know miracles will not suddenly materialize in
the short term. They also know that people underestimate what they can
accomplish in five years. Like a tree that grows tall from a tiny sapling, a
long-term plan resulting from slow but steady progress is guaranteed to
succeed.

The story describes this as digging the well a little deeper every day
— even if the work was only for a few minutes. It may not seem like
much, but over time, even the most insignificant progress will add up to
something great — including the achievement of your overall goal.

Take a look at your life. Will you keep on carrying water for the rest
of your days, as a slave to the routine? Or will you envision a day when
you can attain spiritual or financial independence, as the story suggests?
The choice is yours. You have the shovel right in front of you. Reach for it.
Take hold of it. Start digging today, to gradually transform the well from
an idea in your mind... into a reality in your world.

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