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[The following is extracted from the preface]

THE STORY

I first came across Keng's Disciple in The Way of Chuang Tzu by Thomas Merton. I remember reading the story out to a therapist’s training group amidst much laughter and recognition of the disciple's plight. I’m not sure that I ’got it’ at the time. Immersed in the complex character of a twenty eight year-old, I was taken off guard by Chuang Tzu’s simplicity. I knew there was something in it but I couldn’t uncover it or make use of it. Looking back, I was too close to the subject matter – somewhere around the stage in the text that reads:

‘Miserable!

All blocked up!

Tied in knots! Try

To get untied!’

After living with the book for almost twenty years it eventually dawned on me that the story of Keng’s Disciple was a manual for the spiritual seeker – a kind of ‘how not to do it’ or ‘everything you will have to go through’ for psycho-spiritual therapists and their clients.

         I have since read it out in some of my own training workshops – usually to puzzled expressions – in the hope that in the future the words of Chuang Tzu will bear fruit as they did so profoundly for me. So here, finally, is my understanding of the story. May it help, daunt or encourage both genuine and not-so genuine spiritual aspirants alike. 

Richard Harvey

Andalucia 

March 2005
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TAO IS ONLY A WORD

A disciple complained to Keng:

‘The eyes of all men seem to be alike,

I detect no difference in them;

Yet some men are blind;

Their eyes do not see.

The ears of all men seem to be alike,

I detect no difference in them;

Yet some men are deaf,

Their ears do not hear.

The minds of all men have the same nature,

I detect no difference between them;

But the mad cannot make

Another man's mind their own.

Here am I, apparently like the other disciples,

But there is a difference:

They get your meaning and put it in practice;

I cannot.

You tell me: ‘Hold your being secure and quiet,

Keep your life collected in its own centre.

Do not allow your thoughts

To be disturbed.’

But however hard I try,

Tao is only a word in my ear. 

It does not ring any bells inside. (8)
The term ‘complaining’ sets the tone of the passage. It shows us that Keng’s disciple is working at the edge of his limitations – he is up against the wall, irritated and feeling sorry for himself. The disciple is any of us, or an aspect of any of us. The disciple is the spiritual voyager, the seeker after truth, the adept – whatever opens us up to go further and causes us to look deeper. We become dissatisfied with our lives in so many different ways and want something more. Some of us were blessed to be born with a sense of knowing that ‘there must be more than this’. Keng’s disciple is the disciple within us, the follower. Before the story started and before he got to the complaining stage, something made him seek out a method, a master, a path. Keng could stand for a guru; he could stand for the abbot of the monastery; he could stand for a spiritual practice – it doesn’t have to be personal. The disciple has tried something and it hasn’t brought about the results he desires and he is not realizing his spiritual ambitions. 

         He has found that there is a difference between what we might call two kinds of senses:  those derived from the sensory organs and those which belong to the spirit. The first connect us with the physical world – seeing, hearing, touching, smelling and tasting are literal senses through which we experience the world and which we have in common with all human beings. Spiritual senses, however, are not literal, they are metaphorical. When we speak of an inner eye, for instance, we are referring to an act of conscious awareness. This conscious awareness allows us to bring attention to our inner process and reflect upon ourself.  

         The disciple sees that he possesses the physical senses but he has not yet opened the inner, spiritual eye. He is bound in his physicality, trapped in his ‘I-ness’. He has gone as far as he can go and he is frustrated. This is how it is for us just before a breakthrough: having given it all we’ve got, we feel the helplessness of our efforts, endure a period of waiting and then, almost imperceptibly, change occurs. The disciple is on the threshold of transcending the world of the five senses. He must transcend them and develop the spiritual ‘senses’ for this is the next step in his spiritual development (9). 

         I have observed this theme in many diverse sources, from St. John of the Cross to the Upanishads, from the Bhagavad Gita to the Tao Te Ching and on and on. Many wonderful passages saying, ‘That’s not how you get there, not through the five senses. You will not obtain divine experience through physical senses’ (10). People sometimes become irate when I talk about this. They seem to feel it invalidates the soul and the experience of their senses and they get defensive about it. It seems to threaten them. However, it’s clear from many spiritual sources that the five senses are not it. With the five senses you perceive the sensual world, the world of the senses. You may experience God or the Eternal or enlightenment or whatever through them but not within them. 

         So the disciple is approaching the transcendence of the five-sense world. He is also concerned about everybody else ‘getting it right’. I don’t know about you but I meet a lot of people who think that everybody else is getting on outstandingly well with their spiritual practice and there’s a kind of shared paranoia that, ‘I’m the one in the middle who’s screwing it up or not making as much progress as everyone else.’ The disciple has that going on which I think is endemic now and maybe was 2000 years ago as well. 

         When I was living in a Zen monastery practicing zazen, I had a great deal of admiration for a junior monk whose dedication and commitment caused me to put him on a spiritual pedestal. After a particularly long and grueling session of zazen in which my mind was persistently wandering off, I found myself washing the dishes with him in the monastery kitchens. I was feeling very much like ‘the one who couldn’t do it well’ and correspondingly, of course, he looked even more ‘holy’ than usual to me. Over the dishes he turned to me and said, ‘I have just spent that entire meditation listing my top ten rock guitar solos’. That’s when I learned that everyone else may not be getting it right after all. 

         The disciple has been given the profound teaching to ‘hold your being’ and to ‘keep collected in your centre’. Master Keng has instructed him to

... Hold your being secure and quiet,

Keep your life collected in its own centre...

Here is a concise summary of spiritual practice: if you want to work and deepen inside, practice collecting yourself, collect back any part of you which you have given away.  Ask yourself, ‘What did my mother say to me?’  – not just verbally but with her being; ‘How did I learn to experience my life?’; ‘What kind of interpretations have I made as I’ve moved experience from outside to inside?’ and ‘What is my true nature?’ It turns out to be inside you and not outside you as you originally thought. So you pull all these things back towards you. We bring it all back in and that’s the practice – that’s all you have to do – and of course it's not quite as simple as all that but it is the essence. In those two lines we have spiritual practice beautifully summarized:

... Hold your being secure and quiet,

Keep your life collected in its own centre...

But the disciple doesn’t get it. He’s trying profoundly, his ‘I-ness’ runs deep but out of self honesty he is able to admit, ‘Tao is only a word in my ear. It doesn’t ring any bells inside’. It’s that feeling that maybe we think it should and we want it to but if we’re really honest with ourself – no, we are not there yet. It may be intellectual rather than a heart-felt thing – it may only be a word in our ear. The disciple is unable to keep his being collected, to hold his centre, ‘Tao ...doesn’t ring any bells inside’. It hasn’t got through yet or, since he hasn’t collected himself in his centre, there isn’t anything there yet to get through to.

         Each of us is at the centre of the universe. On a personal level we live our lives within a spinning-top of movement and activity. We are attracted to the drama and excitement of life and, at the same time, impoverished by our reluctance to centre ourselves. The challenge is to locate and become centered in the still centre of ourselves around which the top is spinning.

         In his complaining the disciple arrives at an important realization, which is admitting that he’s not getting there. This is one thing that makes this passage particularly valuable because self-deception is very common in spiritual practice. You meet people who want to be somewhere… from their rational mind. Because we are all so clever we can want to be in a certain place and rather than admit to ourself or anybody else that we’re not getting there, we pretend. It’s inauthentic – there are plenty of people doing it and what can we say to them? ‘Hi, you’re in unreality’. Anything we say that is real will not get through to them. Reality is simply not their currency of exchange and their thoughts are tilted into maya. The power of the mind is such that we can think ourselves into believing we are somewhere we are not. So this disciple is in a strong position because he’s able to be honest with himself and say, ‘I’m lost. I haven’t got it. It’s not working’. So maybe then he can be open to something that does work – because he’s admitted that to himself. This is the first stage of the journey of both personal or spiritual growth – knowing and being able to admit the ‘lostness’ – ‘I’m lost’ and ‘I’m longing for something real’ – rather than holding on to a position or a pretence of who and where we think we are.


So, to summarize, this first part contains three themes: first, the stirrings of spiritual faith through the realization of the limitation of the physical senses, which enables the spiritual quest to begin; second, a statement of the crystallized essence of spiritual practice and goal and third, a totally honest appraisal of the disciple’s person through which he is stripped of all pretension and falsehood. 


These three things – faith, a spiritual bridge and transparent self-honesty – are the three requirements for the journey of the individual, of the self.
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