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Purchasing Yi (Part1)

During the Warring States period, there was a man by the name
of Feng Xuan in the Qi Kingdom. He lived in poverty, without any
viable prospects, so he went to the palace of the wealthy Duke, Lord
Mengchang, hoping to find employment.

A friend of his mentioned his name to the Duke, and the Duke
asked, “What is he good at?”

Feng Xuan’s friend replied candidly, “He’s not particularly good at
anything.”

“Does he have any skills?”

“No particular skills either.”

The Duke laughed, “Very well! Give him a place to sleep and
something to eat.”

Thus, Feng Xuan became one of the Duke’s “guests” — several
thousand men who served the Duke but did not have clearly defined
duties. His peers, seeing that the Duke did not hold him in high regard,
tended to look down on him. However, the Duke treated him well.
He got decent food, authorization to use one of the Duke’s numerous
chariots, and even a way to support his elderly mother.

One day, the Duke posted a sign for all to see, asking for a
volunteer. There was a remote region, called Xue, in the Duke’s
territory. The people of Xue owed the Duke old debts. The Duke
wanted someone who could do accounting, track the numbers
accurately, and collect the debts. Feng Xuan stepped forward and
volunteered himself.

The Duke spoke to him: “Sir, I have been so busy with the
exhausting and confusing affairs of the state that [ haven’t had the time
to work on this. Would you mind traveling to the Xue region as my
representative, and collect the loan payments on my behalf?”

Feng Xuan replied in the affirmative, and began to prepare for the
trip. He would take a few guards as well as the detailed loan documents
with him. When his preparations were done, he reported back to the
Duke, and asked, “Your Grace, after I have collected the money on
your behalf, what would you like me to purchase and bring back?”

The Duke could not think of anything, so he said, “Take a look
around. Whatever you see I need but do not have, get it for me.”

After a long trip, Feng Xuan arrived at the Xue region. He had the
guards round up all the villagers to go over the loan documents. The
villagers were quite poor, but they all knew the loan payments were
long overdue, so they had no choice but to pay. Feng Xuan could tell
it was very difficult for them. He looked at them and saw depressed
and worried expressions. Some of them had very little, and some had
nothing at all.

Feng Xuan collected what there was to collect and checked against
the loan documents. Then, he stood up and announced: “By order of
the Duke, I have been authorized to hereby return the loan payments
back to you.”

The villagers were stunned as Feng Xuan proceeded to return the
money that was paid only a moment ago. None of them had ever heard
of anything like this before.

What happened next surprised them even more. Feng Xuan
gathered up all the loan documents and set them on fire. This meant the
Duke was not granting them an extension to pay back the loan. He had
actually authorized the loans to be written off, thus clearing the debts.
They cheered loudly, and as the loan documents burned, they chanted,

by Derek Lin

“Long live the Duke! Long live the Duke!”

Feng Xuan returned to the palace and reported to the Duke. The
Duke was surprised to see him and asked: “Were you able to collect on
all the loans? Why are you back so soon?”

“Your Grace, I was indeed able to collect all the money owed to
you.”

“Excellent! What did you purchase for me with the money?”

Feng Xuan said, “Your Grace, you asked me to look around and
buy whatever you needed, so I did. I saw your palace full of precious
treasures, your stables full of strong horses, and your harem full of
beautiful concubines. The only thing you really needed was Yi, so I
purchased that for you.”

“What do you mean — by purchasing Yi?” The Duke knew Yi
meant righteousness and doing the right thing, but he could not see
how such an intangible concept could be bought like some sort of
commodity.

Feng Xuan explained: “Your Grace, you are the lord of the small
Xue region. Instead of treating the people there as a father would his
children, you wanted to extract money from them. I falsely claimed
that I acted under your orders to return the money to them and burn up
the loan documents. In response, they cheered and chanted your name.
That is how I purchased Yi for you.”

The Duke was not happy to hear this. Although he was very
wealthy and did not really need the money, he was expecting to get
something back. Greatly annoyed, he waved Feng Xuan away: “Alright!
Let us speak no more of this matter.”

A year later, the Duke encountered great misfortune. The power
struggle that was always present in the royal court of Qi went badly
against him, and King Qi indicated he would withdraw his support for
the Duke. This meant the Duke’s enemies were now fiee to attack him
unopposed. The Duke knew his entire family was now in peril.

Knowing the situation was grave, Feng Xuan once again stepped
forward to volunteer himself. Having no idea how to save himself
and his family, the Duke was only too glad to let him take charge of
the situation. He organized a small group of trusted guards, and made
the appropriate preparations. In secrecy, he escorted the Duke and his
family out of the palace. Together, they traveled toward the remote Xue
region. Feng Xuan sent a scout ahead, to let the villagers know they
were coming.

A surprising sight greeted the Duke when they were still many
miles from Xue. The villagers all came out to welcome him. Men,
women, the elderly, the young — there were hundreds of them. They
lined the path to Xue and they all cheered the Duke’s arrival.

As he moved through the welcoming crowds, the Duke suddenly
realized this was it. They had reached safe harbor. The villagers had
already set up a secure place where he and his family could stay. He
knew they would protect him by not revealing his whereabouts to
anyone — especially the spies of his enemies. Finally, after days of
facing what he thought was certain doom, he could now breathe a sigh
of relief.

He turned to Feng Xuan and said, “Sir, this Yi that you purchased
for me — today, I see it with my own eyes.”

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