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INTRODUCTION

Wisdom is the most precious asset our ancestors have left behind. But
it is something that cannot be genetically inherited. Unless we make an effort
to learn and practice it, wisdom will not be ours to keep.

The Book of Chinese Wisdom brings together a host of thought-
provoking stories that are among the most famous in Chinese classics. They
are the gems in the treasure trove of Chinese wisdom. You do not need
prior knowledge of Chinese history to appreciate these stories whose morals
transcend time and space.

Wisdom is not one-dimensional or singly focused; wisdom is rich in
variety and kaleidoscopic in manifestation. The Book of Chinese Wisdom is
in four volumes. Book I is about the art of management; Book II’s theme is
wit and humor; Book [ll focuses on virtues and values; and Book IV contains
famous stories of dynastic changes in Chinese history.

Wisdom is hard to define. It manifests itself in many ways. As the
stories in this book show, it can mean the enlightenment of the mind, a sound
philosophy of living, a stratagem, or the effective management of a difficult
situation.

Many fables in the book were devised by philosophers, scholars and
court ministers to make a meaningful point when they talked to their rulers.
A fable was an artful tool for supporting their argument. It was also a safe
means to express their views when the rulers could be offended by direct
disagreement or criticism. The moral of these fables has since become an
integral part of Chinese wisdom.

Book Il also includes some well-known stories of Zen. Zen is a school
of Buddhism that flourished in the Tang and Song dynasties. It exerted more
influence on Chinese culture than other Buddhist sects and has now spread to
the West. Whether you are a Buddhist or a layman, you can learn something
about the art of living from Zen masters.
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One day there came to Hongren Pawnshop in the city of

Shaoxing a customer who wanted to pawn a jade sculpture. He
said it was a relic of the Han dynasty that he had inherited from
his father and his father from his grandfather. To all appearances
it was an exquisite piece of work and the man asked for 1,000
ounces of silver. The pawnbroker being out of town, his assistant
accepted the deal and gave him the amount he asked for.

When the pawnbroker returned, he carefully examined the
piece only to find it was only an imitation worth no more than
100 ounces of silver. He was so exasperated that he wanted the
shop assistant to pay for the loss if the owner did not redeem it.

Grief overwhelmed the shop assistant for he was a
poor man. Not knowing what to do, he sought the help of
a friend named Xu Wenchang who was a well-known artist
and playwright in the Ming dynasty and also known for
resourcefulness. Xu Wenchang came up with an action plan.

A few days later, the pawnbroker sent out invitations to
his friends and relatives, which read, “The undersigned humbly
seeks the pleasure of your company to a party at his house to
share his joy of viewing a rare jade sculpture of the Han dynasty
that happens to be in his temporary possession.”

Guests came in a stream and food and drinks were served.
Halfway through the party, the host announced that he was
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JADE SCULPTURE

very pleased they accepted his invitation to come because the
jadework would soon be returned to its owner. Then he went
inside to fetch the treasure.

Minutes later he came back with the jade sculpture.
Everyone held his breath in silent expectancy. Holding it in
both hands, he passed through the crowd until he reached a
table in the middle of the room. He was about to place it on the
table when suddenly he tripped himself and fell. The sculpture
slipped from his hand, fell to the floor, broken into pieces.

“Ah!” all those present were stunned at the disaster. The
host's face turned ashen. He staggered to his feet, and then
excused himself. His guests were disappointed and sorry for the
host. The next day the mishap at the pawnbroker’s became the
talk of the town.

A few days later the man who had pawned the jade came
to Hongren Pawnshop. Putting 1,000 ounces of silver on the
counter, he said he would like to redeem the sculpture. The
shop assistant counted the silver and then took out the jade
sculpture from inside without a word. The man gazed at it for a
long time. No mistake. It was his phony jade sculpture, intact,
unbroken. Flabbergasted, he took it back and left.

What he did not know was that it was all the idea of Xu
Wenchang. The broken sculpture was a fake. It was a fake of his
original fake. Xu Wenchang knew the guests would spread the
news, and the news would entice the trickster back to the pawnshop
because he would likely bluff the pawnbroker into giving him
more money.

COMMENT : Over-greediness is self-defeating.



