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(continued)

Chapter 5: Gongye Chang

(18) The Master said, “Zang Wenzhong housed a Cai tortoise in a
shrine adorned with brackets carved in the shape of hills and joists
bearing motifs of aquatic plants. How could that be considered

appropriate or wise?”
[ Venerable Master’s Commentary ]

This person, Zang Wenzhong, had a tendency to overstep his
authority. What does that mean? It means that he was not qualified
to do certain things and yet he insisted on doing them. Essentially,
it was all about contending for power and fame. By overstepping his
authority, he behaved in a very dictatorial and autocratic manner.

Take Han Xin for example. [Note: Han Xin (231 BC — 196
BC) was a military general who served Liu Bang and made great
contributions to the latter’s founding of the Han Dynasty.] Actually,
he was a superb military commander and very intelligent. What was
the cause of his eventual downfall? It was his overweening pride — he

asked to be conferred the title of King of Qi. He coveted this position
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but was afraid that the emperor would not agree, so he requested to
be made Acting King of Qi on the pretext of guarding that territory.
In fact, if he were a wise person, he would not have asked Liu Bang to
confer this title on him.

Why did Han Xin make such a demand? Was it possible for him
to monopolize the situation and proclaim himself king instead? That
would have been out of the question because his power and influence
were still inadequate, and he was aware that such a move would be
tantamount to overstepping his authority. Therefore, he petitioned Liu
Bang to appoint him as Acting King of Qi. This made Liu Bang furious,
for he felt that Han Xin was threatening his sovereign authority. At
that moment, he was about to burst out in anger when Zhang Liang
(a military strategist) kicked him in the calf. Liu Bang came to his
senses and realized that he must not lose his temper otherwise Han
Xin would definitely rebel. He then laughed loudly and said, “Hey! If
you want to be the King of Qi, then be a genuine one. Why do you
want to be in an acting capacity?” Thereupon, he granted him the title.

This shows a lack of wisdom on Han Xin’s part! Just imagine: If
your merits are so great as to make a ruler feel uneasy, then you are
already in a very precarious position. So why would he request further
for the title of King of Qi? For sure, the emperor would have doubts
about Han Xin’s loyalty and be suspicious of him. This explains why
Liu Bang subsequently made a pretense of touring Yunmeng and took
the opportunity to hold him captive. Actually, Liu Bang treated him
very well at first but this incident marked the beginning of his downfall.

Zang Wenzhong was a similar type of character. A person who is
not a king but who proclaims himself one is said to have overstepped
his authority. This also applies to someone who bypasses his superiors
and makes use of things that he has no right to use.

The Master said. Confucius spoke again. Zang Wenzhong housed
a Cai tortoise in a shrine. The character “/&”(jit) means “to enshrine
and worship.” “Z%” (cii) refers to a breed of tortoise from the State
of Cai. Since antiquity, tortoises were used in divination to predict a
country’s good or bad fortune.

As it is said:

When a state is about to prosper, there will certﬂin/y be auspicious signs.

When a state is facing imminent ruin, there will definitely be evil portents.

These are manifest on yarrow stalks and tortoise shells, and in the movements
of the four limbs.

The arrival of blessings and misfortunes can be foretold.

Whether good or bad, it will be known in advance.
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This was a custom passed down from ancient times. In this case, Zang
Wenzhong witnessed the state ruler using a tortoise to practice divination
and wanted to do the same thing to show off his noble status. This is called
“overstepping one’s authority” and is wrong,.

Brackets carved in the shape of hills and joists bearing motifs of
aquatic plants. This line describes the design of the chamber in which
Zang Wenzhong enshrined the Cai tortoise. “LLIEfi” (shan ji¢) means that
the brackets on top of the pillars were very attractive carvings depicting
mountains and rivers. “3#AMi” (zdo zhud) refers to the horizontal joists
resting on top of the roof beams, which were decorated with seaweed
patterns like a caisson ceiling. All these structural features made the shrine
look very unique. Since he possessed a building that was strictly the
privilege of the state ruler, he was said to have overstepped his authority.

How could that be considered appropriate or wise? Does he possess
any wisdom at all? Here, the character “/i{1” (zhi), meaning “knowledge,”
is used interchangeably with “%%” (zhi), meaning “wisdom.” Tell me, what
sort of wisdom does he have? He is not much different from Han Xin.

From these two passages, it is obvious that a person who is dissatisfied
with his lot will make inordinate demands or exhibit presumptuous
behavior. This saying merits our attention: “That which is wholesome is
worthy of emulation; that which is unwholesome serves as a cautionary
lesson.”

Among the different philosophies of this world, the Buddhadharma is
analogous to the great sea. Other schools of thought like Confucianism
and Taoism merely serve as a vanguard to pave the way for Buddhism.
Although it is like the sea in that if does not even reject trickling streams,
people may not understand if you advise them suddenly to accept the
Buddhist principles. Just as water in rivers, canals, lakes and streams
eventually flows back into the sea, all the myriad things and living beings
in the world will return to the sea-like nature of the Buddha, which is

something that all of us have in common.

[Editor’s Note: Zang Wenzhong — His surname was Zangsun and his given
name was Chen, so people called him Zangsun Chen. He was a grandson
of Zang Xibo and the second son of Zang Aibo. As his posthumous title
was Wen, he was also referred to as Zang Wenzhong after his death.
A senior official in the State of Lu during the reigns of four successive
rulers (Duke Zhuang, Duke Min, Duke Xi and Duke Wen), he held the
hereditary post of Minister of Justice.]
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