
The evening before the graduation planned for the next morning the students gathered for 
a final lecture by the Academy’s Patriarch, Yen Tzu. ‘The opportunity for Human Life is 
rare,’ he began. ‘So rare that it can be likened to that magical event which occurs just 
once every four hundred years: The moment when the great mythical sea turtle rises for 
air. Imagine, that while breaking the surface, the creature places its head through a 
bamboo ring – a single lone hoop that happens to be floating randomly alone in the vast 
ocean. What perfect timing that would take! 

‘Imagine too that this solitary wooden 
necklace fitted exactly. What precision that 
would be! Now imagine that the human 
physical body is the bamboo circle, and the 
turtle is the very unique essence of you 
entering it. Then you can imagine the 
perfect coming together of forces that must 
happen for our own birth.’ 

‘It is indeed hard to consider that our life is such a rarity,’ replied his pupil, Lu Chou. 
‘Just look at the countless people going about their business in the Imperial city each 
day!’

‘Just so,’ answered Yen Tzu, ‘and each one of them is just where they have chosen to be. 
For in truth our lives are the result of a synchronicity between our thoughts and our 
decisive actions. As such, each one of us has the ability to be at the right place and at the 
right time for us.’
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‘That must be why one person’s timing in life seems infinitely 
better than another’s,’ commented Lu Chou. ‘Where one man 
seems to make his fortune, another does not; where one struggles 
to no avail, another seems to attain easily. For the many that live 
around the Forbidden City, only a few ever enter.’

‘That is not the reason,’ said the Patriarch, ‘for the time and place 
has nothing to do with a man’s success. The rightness and timing 
in awaiting the turtle is merely to illustrate that such synchronicity 
is our birthright. But Man, instead of resolving to continue to use 
this natural serendipitous power, has become conditioned do the opposite. 

‘In doing so he unconsciously acts against himself, seeking to manipulate and control 
outcomes according to his own rules. He has forgotten that everything that is to happen 
for his benefit does so at the right time; and everything that is forced beyond a natural 
course of events is either lost or distorted. 

‘Even if the outcome is seemingly right it does not carry the power it would have had, or 
bring the benefit it was intended to bring. The result is that the harder he seems to push 
towards that which he wants, the further it moves away from him. Such is the plight of all 
who take the heritage of how they came to be for granted. Yet, in truth, knowing how to 
harness our natural synchronicity with Life’s opportunities creates the paradox of the less 
we do, the more we achieve.’

‘So what can we do to regain this power, this heritage,’ asked the pupil. 

‘We must steadfastly resolve to live, trust, accept and have purpose in whatever we do, at 
the moment we are doing it. For the nature of being always in the right place at the right 
time is ours to command.

‘Resolving to change something in our lives requires us to let go of something. Yet, in so 
doing, we gain considerably more. A steadfast resolve does not mean making those 
frequent shallow resolutions we often indulge in, for they soon flounder and drown as 
soon as familiar old habits regain command over our intent. True resolve is both rare and 
sincere and is only made more profound by being tested in the worst circumstances over a 
period of time. Regardless of the duration of the period, it is, upon reflection, always 
timely, and provides the opportunity to express our stronger, true-self.
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‘Our resolve is the measure of our commitment to that which we know is important to us. 
Without knowledge of our own unique what, why and wherefore, earnest resolve is neither 
forthcoming, nor will endure when the obstacles inevitably encountered become too 
great. Consequently, when we seek security from something outside of ourselves, we join 
the rollercoaster of life; one that promises excitement when things go right, but also the 
risk of significant lows when they don’t. 

‘Whenever we allow others control over the start and stop buttons of our life this further 
develops the false sense of self first spawned through our formative years. This leads to 
false desires and subsequently false activities, and, in turn, to false problems and false 
sufferings. The result is that we are continually out of sync with our true selves.
 
‘Regaining our natural synchronicity in the order of things is vital to every area of our 
lives. Whatever our situation or circumstance; it is where our current level of thinking 
has placed us. Quite simply, our thinking has manifested what our sense of self deems 
appropriate. It follows, therefore, that a true or false sense of self will align us with the 
opportune or inopportune accordingly. 

‘At birth we were fine, and then well-meaning others unwittingly sought to define us for 
the best. It is now important to refine ourselves in order to harness the abundance and 
opportunity specifically awaiting us. To re-learn the secret of being in the right place at 
the right time requires understanding and application of Living in the Moment.’

‘Please give us one of your special stories to illustrate what you mean by living in the 
moment,’ asked student, Ni Neng, the nephew of Yen Tzu and son of Merchant Hui Neng.

‘Let us recall the tale of Chen Su-Lee, the famous turtle catcher’, continued Yen Tzu, 
‘who ended up being caught himself. It was at a time when he was enjoying a lazy swim 
in familiar waters after a long and successful day’s fishing. Suddenly he intuitively 
became aware of something following him. Turning he saw what he knew to be a lethal 
giant eel and immediately sought to escape.

‘Despite his strong strokes, his resourceful heart began to 
despair, for he knew that the water ahead held stronger 
currents and his strength was depleting. With adrenaline 
coursing rapidly through his veins, he was able to reach a 
small rock in the nick of time. Resting just above the surface 
it would provide safety from the deadly eel. Safe at last he 
thought! Quickly he scrambled upon it and lay flat and still. 
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‘He had only been there for a matter of moments when the awful realisation came to him 
that he was sharing his sanctuary with a sleeping venomous water viper. One bite from its 
evil mouth would bring his death instantaneously. No matter, thought the catcher, I will 
stay here until that monster eel has gone, and hope this viper continues its dreams. But, 
hearing a screeching noise above him he looked up to see two gulls swooping down to 
land upon his resting place. His impending doom seemed certain, as already the viper 
had become aware of the disturbance. At that moment he noticed a half-open oyster shell 
and, ignoring his imminent fate, he plucked the most magnificent white pearl from within 
it and enjoyed its splendid beauty as it sat in the palm of his hand. 

‘You see,’ concluded Yen Tzu, ‘There was little point in feeling unhappy about how he 
happened to be in this situation. A catcher for most of his life, he had used all his 
experience to escape, so why waste his precious last few moments fretting over the future. 
Admittedly he had not taken the usual care recently, but what was past was history and 
all the hoping in the world would not change previous actions. 

‘The present moment, the very here and now is the time to experience and cherish the 
fullness of what life offers. This is all any of us have at any one time. That moment must 
have our full attention.

‘When our life is supremely concentrated in the present, there is no need to worry about 
what has been, or be fearful for what may be. For the right response will come to us for 
every situation as it occurs. That is our real freedom; the ability to enjoy the choices we 
make in every successive moment of the present, while at the same time always being 
mindful of planning wisely for the future – for what we want, for what we dream for. In 
that way we develop perfect timing.’ 
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