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The Tao of Business (Part 2)

One major point from this story is that the Tao can be
misused. The two older brothers felt they were followers
of the Tao. One of them focused on details and correctness,
while the other took to being tolerant and easy going. If
called upon to explain, both could probably cite many
passages from the Tao Te Ching to support their views.
Despite all that, they both failed their father's test.

What this tells us is that mastery of the Tao goes far
beyond learning the words in books. The real skill of the
sages has to do with knowing which principles to apply for
which situation at just the right time. Those who know only
the words but have no guidance from experienced mentors
may not understand how to do this. They may even end up
using Tao teachings as little more than excuses.

It is easy to tell when this is happening. Look for
justifications that sound plausible and yet deliver poor real-
life results. For instance, the detail-orientation of the oldest
son resulted in hurtful criticisms against others, and the
slower pace of the second son resulted in him wasting other
people's time. The problem was not with their principles -
we certainly should tend to details and not be too hasty - the
problem was with their application of the principles.

Failures occur in life when one misapplies the Tao. The
story shows this through the argument of the two older
brothers. Like them, when you veer off the path, you don't
end up with the simple, graceful and happy life that the sages
talk about. Like the contentious brothers, you feel tension,
frustration, perhaps even anger, and you cannot seem to get
anything done.

If this sounds familiar, then it may be time to change
your approach. Just as the youngest brother completed his
assigned task with speed and ease, you can sail through life
effortlessly. His approach could be best be understood in
light of chapter 32:

One should know when to stop
Knowing when to stop, thus avoiding danger

Criticisms can be appropriate and important, especially
in a business setting when someone isn't doing his job. The
problem is that, when it comes to criticizing, most of us do
not know when to stop. We'll keep cutting loose after the
point has been made. Sometimes, we cannot stop even when
we know doing so will only create ill will and no positive
change whatsoever. This tends to make life much more
complicated than it has to be.

Chapter 32 is also crucial for the true understanding of
humility in the Tao context. The youngest son did not flaunt
his strengths or achievements, but he also did not downplay
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by Derek Lin

his position. His approach was one the quiet dignity, without
arrogance or shame. This is because the Tao of humility is
not about degrading oneself or having no confidence. Rather
it is about clear understanding of one's role in relation to
others:

The existence of the Tao in the world
Is like streams in the valley into rivers and the ocean

He saw himself as the ocean, central to the many rivers
who were his employees. The ocean's greatness resulted
from all the rivers flowing into it. This could only happen if
the ocean occupied the lowest point. Great business leaders
like his father were like that. They were down-to-earth and
felt no need to prove themselves as the best and brightest
at everything. They assumed a low profile appropriately, in
order to create a space for those below them to shine.

Harmony is the natural result of this approach. Chapter 32
describes it this way:

If the sovereign can hold on to it

All will follow by themselves

Heaven and Earth, together in harmony
Will rain sweet dew

Holding on to the Tao may not be easy. It can be difficult
to not complain about something when you think the problem
is obvious. It can also be difficult to avoid showing off when
you know you have certain talents. Applying the teachings
requires skill, and that is why so few people can truly claim
to have mastered the Tao. Fortunately, it can become easier
with practice, and stories like this one give us tips on how we
can hold on to the right path.

The rewards are well worth the effort. It is literally true
that everything just seems to fall into place, and people come
into alignment with you in a spirit of harmony of their own
accord. When this happens to a business, it cannot help but
succeed as employees, customers and suppliers all follow
by themselves. Profits will then accumulate like the rain of
sweet dew.

This was the father's secret to build and manage a
successful business. Now, we can also use the same secret to
build and manage a successful life. After all, what is life, if
not the business of living?

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