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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Fifteen
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Venerable Master Hsuan Hua quoted a Chinese Confucian saying
the other day: “What kind of man was Shun(%%)? What kind of man
am I [I can be like him, | and so can anyone who exerts” Yao (3%)and
Shun (%%) were sages from Ancient China, but weren’t they the same
as us — with two hands, two legs, and a head? Are we short of a hand
or a leg? If they could have such achievements, why can’t we? A person
who has ideals and noble pursuits should do the same as them!

Following this, the Chinese poet Tao Yuanming said, “Once you
have left, don’t turn back, for what is there to doubt further?” “Once
you have left” refers to leaving. Since you have already left the lifestyle
of officials and decided to retreat to a life of a recluse, why are you
still hesitating now? When you endured the toil, hunger, and cold
of farming life, did you ever doubt whether the original decision was
correct?

When Tao wrote these twenty poems, he had already resigned
from the government office and went back to farming. He had also
experienced the toil, hunger, and cold of farming life. Now, someone
came to invite him out and offered him an official position, promising
Tao with a comfortable life of fortune and rank. This person also
brought him some wine, which thus caused Tao’s mind to wander back

and forth, thinking about many of life’s problems, to the extent of
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which Su Dongpo (#&&##7) (Su Shi #f#i{, 1037-1101) said of
him, “I don’t know how he, after drinking so much, can possibly
remember so many things.” (Su Shi: An Epilogue to Tao Yuanmings
Wine Drinking Poems)

“Make a clean break — why say anything more? This mundane
world is full of deceit” This means that since you already left the
corrupt official world, what else is there to say?

What is “This mundane world is full of deceit”? As I said about
Tao Yuanming before, when he was young, he was a state official
in charge of religious groups. He did it for a few days and then
he resigned from that position. Afterwards, he became a staff
member under General Zhenjun (Liu Yu) and General Jianwei
(Huan Xuan). He once served eighty some days at Pengze ($2/5)
as the county magistrate but he still resigned in the end. He tried
repeatedly to hold positions, but he finally could not endure the
outside world. As I said before, Tao Yuanming had worked under
Liu Yu, who was a general during the Eastern Jin (£) Dynasty.
Liu Yu helped the imperial court put down rebellions, but later on,
he killed two emperors of the Eastern Jin and usurped the throne,
ending the Eastern Jin Dynasty. Tao Yuanming also served Huan
Xuan. Huan Xuan was also a general for the Eastern Jin, but he
later had ambitions and started a rebellion because he wanted to
become emperor.

Tao Yuanming repeatedly tried to become an official in order
to realize his political ideals, but every time he tried, he felt like
he was cheated. Therefore, he said, “Make a clean break — why say
anything more? This mundane world is full of deceit.” I will not
take this test anymore and I will no longer be cheated. Whoever
calls me to come out, I will still not come out.

At the end he said, “Disregarding all the frivolous talk, I prefer to
Sfollow my hearts dictates.” “Disregarding” means pushing away or
eliminating, while “frivolous” has two meanings—one is “far away”
and the other is “irrelevant.” Many people are unable to adhere to
their ideals and ethics; it’s not that they don’t want to follow them,
but they just can’t because of human weakness. Some things you
know are wrong, but since everyone does them, you do them too
because you're afraid others will laugh at you. This is a weakness
of ordinary people. Most people do good things and always tell
others; and when others misunderstand you, you constantly want
to explain it to them over and over again. In fact, as long as you do
good things and do them well, why do you need to bother others

with frivolous and irrelevant talk? $07To be continued



