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Lectures on Tao Yuanming’s Poems: Lecture Sixteen

(Continued)
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By Professor Yeh Chia-ying

English Translated by Early Bird Translation Team

What about “Shadow”? Shadow disagreed with Form. He said
that in this life, How can one not exhaust oneself in doing good
deeds, to establish a lasting kindness?” “A lasting kindness” means
to leave some favors for future generations. We often say, “One
generation plants the trees, in whose shade another generation
rests.” If you do a good deed, although you cannot enjoy its rewards,
since it will leave benefits to future generations, you should try
your best to do it. “Shadow” also said that although drinking wine
can alleviate worries, but compared with doing good deeds, isn't it
much inferior? Because drinking wine might ruin your body, and
you might do a lot of harmful things when you are drunk; and you
will wake up in a blink of an eye after drinking wine, but the merits
of your good deeds can be passed on to later generations. How can

drinking wine be comparable to doing good deeds?
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In the end, “Spirit” spoke up. He thought that neither “Form”

nor “Shadow” got the point. He said “Drinking everyday may
bring oblivion, won't it shorten the lifespan.” Drinking wine may
enable you to forget worries, but it is also something that can
reduce your lifespan. “Doing good deeds is always delightful, but
who is there to take the praise?” Although doing good deeds is nice,
but who do you expect to praise you? It is said in the “Drinking
Poem”, “Although you leave behind reputations, your body will go
dry and decay!” Although you have left behind lasting kindness,
you will turn into dust and ashes after thousands of years, what
does people’s praise have to do with you? Therefore drinking wine
and establishing good deeds are both unreliable. Then what should
one do with one’s life? He said, you shall “surfing the waves of
great transformation, let yourself be free of joy and worry, exhaust
yourself in whatever you are supposed to do, and there is no need
to worry too much.”

The operation of the entire universe is like a surging river, you
can just plunge into it and flow with it. You don’t have to feel joy
over those illusory things and harbor fear for the evanescence of
life. Live when it is time to live, and die when it is time to die. Why
have so many worries about life? The meaning is the same as that of

“fulfilling wish is good” in the “drinking poem.” If you are unwilling

to join corrupt officials who breach the law in the bureaucratic
system, and if you are unwilling to exchange your integrity with
the salary of five buckets of rice, then you can just go live by your
own inspirations and ideals. Although you are experiencing the
hardship of hunger, cold and labor, at least you have done what
your heart dictates. This is meaningful and valuable.

The debates between Form, Shadow and Spirit seemed to be
three persons, but actually they all were voices from Tao Yuanming’s
own heart. The same was true with “A guest stays with me all the
time.” He said that there was a “guest” who always lived with him,
wherever he went, the guest would follow, but strangely, “what we
take and renounce leads to completely different states.” He said
that their choices of taking and renouncing were totally different,

as if they lived in two different worlds. How was it different?

s> To be continued
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