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The Analects of Confucius (continued)
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Chapter 3: Eight Rows of Eight Dancers

[Venerable Master’s Explanation]
Wang Sunjia was an official in the State of Wei, which was located next to the
State of Lu. Inquired. He posed this question to Confucius: “There is a saying:
Rather than fawning on the resident spirit in the southwest corner, it is better
to please the kitchen god instead.” ‘BL’ (20) refers to the southwest corner of a
house, the most honored location for the family to worship spirits or ancestors.
Y& (mei) means ‘to fawn on’ or ‘curry favor with.” Such an act is not in accord
with principle because it is a form of bribery that is carried out in a furtive way.
k2 (z30) refers to the kitchen god present in every household. We northerners
call him ‘Lord of the Stove.” He is the deity in charge of the kitchen, looking
out for people who steal food to eat and reporting them to the Jade Emperor.
For this reason, there is a custom in China called ‘celebrating the little New
Year, which occurs on the twenty-third day of the twelfth lunar month. The
purpose of this event is to send the kitchen god off. What does this mean?
Generally, Chinese households have a shrine for worshipping the kitchen god’s
image. When ‘celebrating the little New Year,’ the old image of the kitchen
god is taken down and burnt. Another implement is used to poke something
that resembles a horse, meaning that the kitchen god has set off on a horse for
an audience with the Jade Emperor in heaven. In order to prevent him from
reporting too many details to the Jade Emperor, stove honey, a sweet sticky
substance made of glutinous rice, is smeared onto the image’s mouth. Hence,
the saying: Ascending to heaven, speak only of good things; descending to the
worldly realm, bestow good fortune. This is to say: “Kitchen God! When you
ascend to the heavens, mention only the favorable things. When you return to
the human realm, you must bestow blessings and auspiciousness on mankind.”

It can be said that this Chinese custom is not particularly desirable.
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Someone once asked, “How far away are the heavens from the human realm?”
Another person replied, “About three hundred /i (Chinese miles).” Riding on
his horse, the Lord of the Stove can travel a distance of one hundred li in one
day. Therefore, the entire journey to heaven takes three days. After resting for
half a day, he spends another half day attending to matters. On his return trip
to the human world, he takes another three days. As there is a period of seven
days between the twenty-third to the first day of the Lunar New Year, that
person conveniently asserts that the distance is about three hundred li. Ha! To
go the heavens! How is it exactly? All this is just nonsensical talk spouted by
foolish men and women. I am just relating a Chinese story to you, but you
shouldn’t believe a word of it!

Wang Sunjia was giving a hint by drawing an analogy between himself and
the kitchen god, while likening the spirit being worshipped in the respected
southwest corner of the house to the head of state. Although the leader of the
country occupies a high position, he doesn’t play a very active role in managing
state affairs. On the contrary, the kitchen god is very powerful because, as the
saying goes: “Rather than seeing the county magistrate (%' xian guan), one
might as well speak with his chief steward 3RJ/& xian gudn).” The implication
is that whatever matter you wish to do, you must first go through me before
you can succeed. If you were to bypass me, then you'll find it very difficult to
accomplish anything.

His intention was to give Confucius something to ponder about: “You
should know which side is important and which is not. If you are thinking of
getting acquainted with the resident spirit, you might as well get to know the
kitchen god instead. You are better off seeking help from the latter than paying
your respects to the former. The kitchen god is the one holding the reins of
power and is overall in charge.” This was a hint to Confucius: “If you want
to come to my state to do anything, you must first apply some effort where I
am concerned. In other words, it is only when I can gain some advantages or
benefits that you are able to succeed. If you bypass me, it will do you no good
at all and you won't be able to get anything done.” He forewarned Confucius
just in case he was not aware of the usual practice.

“What is the meaning of this?” On the pretense of not understanding this
saying, he asked Confucius, “What is it all about?” Since Confucius was a
sagely person and also a scholarly person of that time, he would definitely
know the underlying meaning and treat him favorably.

The Master replied, “That is incorrect!” However, Confucius disagreed and,
instead, retorted, “No! That is not the way!” If one offends the heavens, there
is none to whom one can beseech with prayers. If you create offenses against
heaven, there is no place where you can turn to for help, whether it is the resident
spirit in the southwest corner of the house or the kitchen god. Confucius’ view
was that one should be an upright person: “As long as I conduct myself in an
upright manner, I do not have to seek help from others or curry favor with
anyone.”

Y& (mei) means to ingratiate oneself with somebody, putting tall

hats on that person. &





