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A Hundred Frogs

Once upon a time in ancient China, there was a scholar who took
much pride in his work. He thought of himself as a leading figure in
his field, so one day, when he came across criticism against him, he
was shocked.

At first, he brushed off the criticism, but soon another critic
surfaced, and then another. After a while, it seemed like everyone
disliked his work. This negativity affected him greatly. He found
himself thinking about it all the time, feeling so angry that he could
not regain his peace of mind. Finally, he decided he needed to take
time off. He traveled to a distant mountain inn, planning to stay there
for a week.

The innkeeper welcomed him warmly and took him to the guest
lodge. His room was simple but comfortable, and provided a view of
a beautiful pond outside the inn.

He got up early the next morning to join the innkeeper for
breakfast. His host asked if he had a good night’s sleep. He shook his
head: “I had a tough time falling asleep last night. There must be a
hundred frogs in the pond right outside my window. They carried on
croaking all night long.”

The innkeeper was sympathetic: “I am sorry to hear that. Many
people tell us they find the sounds of nature — including the frogs —
to be soothing and relaxing.”

“My experience was just the opposite,” the scholar complained.
“It is ironic, since I came here specifically to find peace and quiet,
after all the recent attacks I’ve been getting from my critics. How can
I do that with noise from a hundred frogs?”

The innkeeper thought about this problem, and said. “How
about if we set out traps to catch the frogs today, and move them to a
nearby lake? That way, they won’t be around tonight to disturb your
sleep.”

The scholar was skeptical: “There are far too many frogs in that
pond. I do not think you can catch all of them.”

The innkeeper seemed quite confident: “We’ll catch as many as
we can.”

The scholar thought there might be a bit less noise from fewer
frogs that night, but much to his surprise, he heard no croaking at all.
He was finally able to get the rest he needed.

When he got up the next morning, he could not wait to thank the
innkeeper at the breakfast table. He asked: “How were you able to
catch so many frogs yesterday? That must have taken a lot of work!”’

“You give us too much credit,” the innkeeper said. “There were
only three frogs, so it did not take much time or effort.”

“Three frogs?” The scholar could not believe it. “That can’t be
right. I heard many more frogs than that. As I told you, it sounded
like a hundred frogs.”

“That was the result of your mind magnifying the sounds made
by three frogs,” the innkeeper smiled. “It was really just a few frogs,
but your mind multiplied them until they seemed far more numerous
than they actually were. This, as you have told us, is the very reason
why you came here. You do not actually have that many critics, but
your mind has multiplied them until they seem like a hundred frogs.
The moment you see through this illusion, the hundred frogs will
become only a few — and lose the power to rob you of your peace.”

by Derek Lin

The Tao

Many people assume that Tao teachings are about yin and yang,
the formless essence, the mysterious void, and other esoteric subjects.
They do not know that the real emphasis of the Tao has always been
the practical art of living one’s life among people and interacting with
them skillfully.

One of the skills in such interactions is the proper handling of
criticism. We do not enjoy being criticized, so we develop various
ways to deal with criticism. Some people become egocentric and
ignore or dismiss negative feedback, and therefore miss out on the
opportunity to learn from perspectives other than their own. Others,
like the scholar, are at the other end of the spectrum — to them,
every critical remark is a crushing blow, every negative opinion is a
devastating attack. They keep dwelling on criticisms far beyond the
point of learning anything useful from them.

This is what Lao Tzu meant in chapter 13 of the Tao Te Ching,
where he wrote:

Favor is high; disgrace is low

Having it makes one fearful

Losing it makes one fearful

In just a few lines, Lao Tzu provides a penetrating description
of the way we worry excessively about other people’s opinions.
When we’re disgraced by criticism, we fear the loss of social status
and position. When we’re favored by praise, we’re just as concerned
about holding on to the positive support and not let it slip away. It is
as if we are constantly living in fear, and those who say they don’t
care often turn out to be the ones who care the most, especially when
they’ve lost face among their peers.

The solution, according to Lao Tzu, is to realize that this fear
comes from the ego self. He wrote:

The reason I have great misfortune

Is that I have the self

If T have no self

What misfortune do I have?

This ego self is the element of the mind that magnifies the
significance of both praise and criticism. The magnifying effect
is what multiplies the critics in the mind until they become like a
hundred frogs. Their critical remarks are the croaking of the frogs,
also multiplied in the mind until you cannot hear anything else.

Letting go of the ego self gives you the clarity to see the frogs
in your life as they truly are — not as many as you thought initially,
and certainly not enough to justify any loss of sleep. For the scholar,
this realization let him see through the illusion in his mind. For you,
it liberates you from misfortune and fear. There is simply no need for
you to obsess over praise or criticism, favor or disgrace.

With this clear perception and peace of mind, you can deal with
your frogs appropriately. It is entirely possible that they have valid
reasons behind their criticism of you. Now that you are no longer
driven to distraction by their croaking, you can begin to explore that
possibility, to learn something new about yourself... and perhaps turn
what used to be an upsetting experience into an uplifting experience!

For more discussions on the Tao, please visit www. TrueTao.org!
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