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The Concept of “Being Content with Poverty
and Happily Pursuing the Way” (Part 1)

In traditional Chinese
culture, the word “Tao” (or “Dao”
or “Way”) refers to the law of the
universe. The Tao has been the
overall goal of and the ultimate
realm in the various types of
theories or schools of belief in
China. The ancient Chinese took
the ideal of “being content with
poverty and happily pursuing
the Tao” as a guide for their
personal cultivation and living.
“Being content with poverty
and happily pursuing the Tao”
is also a virtue that has been
commended by Chinese people
since ancient times. “Being
content with poverty” reflects a
tranquil, unperturbed attitude
when one faces a poor life and
lack of material sustenance, while
“happily pursuing the Tao” refers
to one’s tireless pursuit of truth.
Confucianism, Buddhism, and
Taoism, with their passing-down
such virtues over the long history
of traditional Chinese culture,
have enabled many Chinese
people to be content with poverty
and happily pursue the Tao.
These individuals were neither
moved by poverty and richness,
nor swayed by other external
factors. They were steadfast in
their pursuits and took learning
the Tao, getting enlightened to
the Tao, and attaining the Tao as
their greatest happiness. Here are
some examples.

What Confucius and Yan
Hui were Content with
Confucius said, “With
coarse rice to eat, with plain
water to drink, and with my bent
arm as a pillow, I still have joy
in the midst of these things.
Riches and honors acquired
by unrighteousness are just
floating clouds to me” (Lun Yu
- Shu Er, that is, The Confucian
Analects - Transmission) That
is to say, if what one conforms
to a righteous way, one can still
feel happy even if one can only
eat unpalatable food, drink plain
water, and use one’s own bent
arm as a pillow. Confucius also
described himself this way, “He is
simply a man, who, in his eager
pursuit of knowledge, forgets
his meals, who, in the joy of its
attainment, forgets his sorrows,
and who does not perceive that
he is getting old?" (Lun Yu -
Shu Er) When commending
his disciple Yan Hui, Confucius
said, "Admirable indeed is the
virtue of Hui! He could live a
life on a humble street with just
a small bamboo basket to hold
rice and a gourd ladle to hold
water. While others could not

endure such distress, it did not
affect his enjoyment." (Lun Yun
- Yong Ye, i.e., The Confucian
Analects -Yong Ye) For such
noble individuals as Confucius
and Yan Hui, their enjoyment
did not lie in material things,
but in spiritual pursuits. People
collectively call their happiness,
which came from the depth
of their hearts via assimilating
themselves to the Tao, and their
spirit of being content with
poverty and happily pursuing the
Tao, as “what Confucius and Yan
were content with.”

Confucius promoted the
principle of “being content
with poverty and pursuing the
Tao” and held the firm belief of
“using the Tao to help people”
They believed that they had
the social responsibility and
historic mission of “taking what
the nation needs as one’s own
responsibility.” He advocated
enlightening people with the
Tao and virtues. He often asked
people to be content with
poverty, happily pursue the Way,
and improve their own morality,
free themselves from the desires
for fame and interests, and not
get degenerated if losing one's
direction in life. He said, “At
fifteen, I had my mind bent on
learning knowledge and the Way.
At thirty, I found the Way and
established myself. At forty, I
knew the Way and was no longer
perplexed by things. At fifty,
I understood the mandate of
Heaven. At sixty, nothing I heard
could disarray me. At seventy,
I could follow what my heart
desired without transgressing
what was right” (Lun Yu -
Wei Zheng, that is, Confucian
Analects -The Practice of
Government) Confucius told
people to understand and follow
the heavenly ordinance, and in
this way, one could always be
content with poverty and happily
pursue the Tao.

Confucius and his disciples
took the heavenly principles
and righteousness as their
ideal, faith, and guidance. They
measured everything based
on whether it is in accordance
with the Tao. They traveled to
many nations to spread the
Tao. Confucius advocated that
human principles be in accord
with the requirements of the
heavenly principles and that
human minds be in accord with
the heavenly ordinance, so as to
achieve the “unity of heaven and
man.” Later Confucian scholars
took “what Confucius and Yan
Hui were content with” as their

ideal realm of mind, which they
used to enrich them within. They
pursued the sublime Tao and the
“unity of heaven and man?”

Zeng Shen Promoted
the Tao

Zeng Shen, a disciple
of Confucius, was very
accomplished in cultivating
himself and behaving according
to etiquette. He inherited
Confucius’ ideals and promoted
the heavenly principles. He said,
“A nobleman cannot go without
having great aspiration and
perseverance, as he shoulders
a great responsibility and has a
long journey to go.”

Zeng Shen worked in the
field during the daytime and
studied in the evening until it
was very late. He led a very poor
life. When the King of the Nation
of Lu heard about Zeng’s high
morality, he was very concerned
about Zeng. The king decided
to give Zeng some land as a gift,
but Zeng firmly refused the offer
and continued his life of “wearing
simple clothes and working in
the field, and often not cooking
meals in a whole day” (Book of
Sayings of Confucius and His
Disciples) The King’s envoy tried
to persuade Zeng, “You have not
asked for this, so why don’t you
accept it?” Zeng said to the envoy
sincerely, “T often hear that those
who have accepted gifts from
others would be intimidated by
the giver, and those who gave
the gifts would become arrogant.
Even if the giver does not become
arrogant, how could I not feel
intimidated? Furthermore, rather
than receiving reward for doing
nothing, I should make a living
by my own effort” So Zeng Shen
still lived his poor life without
grudge or regret. He found joy in
his way of living.

When Zeng Shen traveled
to various nations, the Nation
of Qi wanted to have him as its
prime minister; the Nation of
Chu wanted to appointed him
as Ling Yin (another name for
prime minister), and the Nation
of Jin wanted to make him Shang
Qing (a high ranking position).
However, when he saw that
his suggestions (which would
have benefitted people) were
not adopted, he firmly refused
the offers from these nations.
He devoted himself to teaching
lifelong. He set up schools in
many places. Later he went to
the Nation of Wei. He and his
classmate Zi Xia together taught
in Xi He (West River) region,
and they had many students. At
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that time, his classmate Zi Lu
was an official for the Nation of
Wei. Someone once suggested
that Zeng Shen go to see Zi Lu,
so he would be appointed a
high ranking official and have a
high income. Zeng said, “I have
taken promoting ‘benevolence’
as my mission, and I do not seek
for fame and interest. I would
rather teach in Xi He and live
a poor life pursuing the Tao!”
So he settled on the bank of the
West River. He sometimes did
not cook for three days in row.
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Sadedy

For ten years he did not buy any
new clothes for himself. Even
though he lived such a poor life,
he was always open-minded and
optimistic. During a break from
teaching, he walked on the river
bank, enjoyed the breeze, and
sang the “Ode to Shang” What a
peaceful and natural life! He also
authored classic books like The
Great Learning (one of the Four
Books in Confucianism) and
The Classic of Filial Piety, which
have influenced generations to
come, (To be Continued)
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