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Chapter 5: Gongye Chang

The Master added. Confucius continued to say. Previously, in my interactions

with people. At first, when I met people, I listened to what they say and
trusted that their actions would correspond with their words. Who was
the Master alluding to? It was Zai Yu. He was a very eloquent speaker and
his words were so sweet and pleasing. Whatever he said sounded very logical
and totally made sense. Confucius admitted, “After listening to him, I had no
doubts whatsoever about his conduct.”

Now, in my dealings with others. But what happened? As time passed,
my attitude towards people is such that I listen to what they say and then
observe their behavior. After listening to what a person says, it is necessary for
me to observe his every act and move. I have to deliberate on his character and
do some investigations. I shall not be gullible and simply take his words for
granted. It is because of Yu that I have changed my approach! It is precisely
because of Zai Yu’s improper conduct and bad behavior that I have changed

my method of assessing people. This is the general meaning of this passage.

(11) The Master said, “I have yet to meet a person with a strong character!”
Someone suggested, “What about Shen Cheng?”
The Master retorted, “Cheng has desires. How could he be considered

strong in character?”
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[ Venerable Master’s Commentary )

The Master said. Confucius made another comment: “I have yet to meet
a person with a strong character!” “ffl|” (ging) can be interpreted as “7&”
(ding), meaning “calm and composed’, but “composure’ is not the main idea
here. In the context of this passage, “lf]]” refers to the strength and firmness of
character that can also be described as being “proper,” “straightforward”and
“upright.” One who is proper is not deviant. Having desires is improper and
therefore, going awry. One who is not upright behaves dishonorably and has
bad conduct; one who is not straightforward is crooked. Confucius said that
he had never come across such an upright and honorable person. This shows
that people of that time were already yielding to the ways of the world and
being turned by the prevalent customs. Most people “went along with the
current trends and associated with the undesirable elements in society.” Now,
Confucius wanted to rectify such common practices, which was why he said,
“I have yet to meet a person with a strong character!”

A person who exhibits strength and firmness of character is consistent
from beginning to end and ensures that his actions tally with his words. He
is not capricious and does not renege on his promises. No matter what it is,
he will do it in the proper manner. Confucius is implying: “I have not come
across a person who is able to refrain from fawning on others at the expense
of human sensibilities, and who is so impartial and incorruptible. Such an
upright person does not exist!”

Someone suggested, “What about Shen Cheng?” When someone heard
Confucius lamenting in this way, he suggested a person by the name of Shen
Cheng.

The Master retorted, “Cheng has desires. How could he be considered
strong in character?” Confucius disagreed: “Shen Cheng still has desires.
How could he be regarded as an upright and honorable person?”

The ancients said, “The sea embraces all rivers; its great capacity is the
reason for its vastness.” All rivers, even trickling streams, flow freely into the
big sea. It is by virtue of its capacity to accommodate all that it can become
so huge and vast. What about sages? “A sage is adorned with the myriad
virtues; eschewing worldly desires strengthens his character.” Here, Confucius
broached the subject of ‘desire’. Being devoid of desires is to show strength
and firmness of character, whereas having desires is a weakness. This is a very
obvious principle. What people desire are none other than wealth, sex, fame,
food and sleep. These are the five things that everyone cannot put down.
A person who has no desire for one of them will certainly have a desire for
another. Even if he is not tempted by wealth, sex, fame and food, he cannot
go without sleep. These are called the Five Desires. One who has these five
desires cannot be said to have a strong character, which is a characteristic of

an unselfish mind.

s0To be continued
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