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(continued)

Chapter 5: Gongye Chang

Editor’s Note: Yan Hui was styled Ziyuan and was also known as Yanzi or Yan
Yuan. A native of the State of Lu (present-day Qufu in Shandong Province), he
lived during the end of the Spring and Autumn Period. At the age of fourteen, he
bowed to Confucius as his teacher and spent his entire life learning from and
serving the Master. He was Confucius’ best student but unfortunately died at
the young age of thirty-two (Yan Hui’s age at the time of his passing is a matter
of controversy. Some historical texts say it was twenty-nine, others thirty-two or
even forty-one. This book adopts the Venerable Master’s version). Foremost
among the Seventy-two Worthies of the Confucian School, Yan Hui found
contentment in poverty and was devoted to the moral teachings. Alacritous in
deed but cautious in speech, he was noted all throughout for his virtuous conduct.
Confucius praised him for his fondness for learning and his humane character.
Among the Ten Savants of the Confucian School, he was foremost in the study
of morality. Later generations honored Yan Hui as the “Returning Sage” and a
temple dedicated to him still exists in present-day Qufu in Shandong. He is one

of the Five Great Confucian Sages.
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(10) Zai Yu had a habit of sleeping during the day, which prompted the
Master to remark, “Decayed wood cannot be carved; dung walls cannot
be troweled. As for Yu, is it worthwhile to criticize him?”

The Master added, “Previously, in my interactions with people, I
listened to what they say and trusted that their actions would correspond
with their words. Now, in my dealings with others, I listen to what they
say and then observe their behavior. It is because of Yu that I have changed

my approach!”
[ Venerable Master’s Commentary )

Zai Yu had a habit of sleeping during the day. This fellow Zai Yu
was very fond of sleeping, just like the Buddha’s disciple, the Venerable
Aniruddha. As soon as the Buddha started lecturing on the sutras, Venerable
Aniruddha would doze off. This would not have been a big deal were it not
for his heavy snoring. The people around him simply could not pay attention
to the sutra lectures because of his deafening snores. Therefore, the Buddha
scolded him:“Hey! Hey! How can you sleep, / Like an oyster or a clam? /
Sleep, sleep for a thousand years, / But you'll never hear the Buddha’s name!”
Finally, Aniruddha made a determined effort and became extremely vigorous,
so much so that he did not sleep for seven days and went blind. The Buddha
taught him how to cultivate the “Vajra Illuminating, Bright Samadhi of
Joyful Sight” and he became foremost in possessing the Heavenly Eye. Now,
Zai Yu was of a similar character and was probably a member of Venerable
Aniruddha’s retinue.

Which prompted the Master to remark. Confucius made this comment.
Decayed wood cannot be carved. Decayed wood refers to a piece of badly
rotten wood that will disintegrate at the slightest touch. If you use such a
piece of wood for carving, it will turn into dust straightaway. There is no way
to transform it into a sculpture. For example, nowadays there are figurines
made of flour. They are not carvings but shapes molded with the fingers. Such
works of art are available in Beijing and someone came to market them here.
I told him, “They look nice but are not edible. Using flour to make these
figurines is a waste of resources. We have no need for such things.”

Dung walls cannot be troweled. Such a wall is made by mixing horse
dung with soil and adding some plant material like grass and hay. The mixture
is then shaped into a wall, with the plant fibers serving as a framework to
hold up the structure. You cannot whitewash this kind of wall, nor can you
draw decorative patterns on it. The patterns may look very pretty but they
disappear as soon as it rains. Dung walls cannot be troweled because the
base material is not good. As for Yu, is it worthwhile to criticize him? When
it comes to Zai Yu, I am really at my wits’ end. It is no use for me to reprove

him anymore!
$0To be continued
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