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The Tao of Business (Part 1)

Once upon a time in ancient China, there was an old man who
was faced with a difficult choice. He had a successful business and
wished to choose one of his three sons to be his successor. The
problem was that all three sons were equally intelligent and diligent.
He called them together in order to discuss the matter.

The old man said: "My sons, it is time I retire from running the
family business. My final decision as the head of this business will
be to choose one of you to take over. This will be a difficult choice
because you are all worthy of the honor."

One of the sons asked: "Father, is it necessary for you to choose?
Why not have all three of us run the business together?"

"The thought had occurred to me," the old man nodded, "but if
the business is to remain successful, it must be led by one person
who truly understands the Tao. That's the way I built it and managed
it all these years."

The sons realized why their father had them study the Tao ever
since they were little - he was preparing them for this moment.

"I need you to help me choose," the old man continued. "I want
each of you to take a blank sheet of paper. Everyone has strengths
and weaknesses, and no one is perfect, so on the top half of the
page, | want you to write about your strengths. On the bottom half,
write down the weaknesses you see in your brothers. Sign it once
you are done, have your other brothers sign as well, and then turn it
in to me."

The three sons agreed this was an easy task and started working
on it at once. Moments later, the youngest son turned in his sheet.
"Excellent! That was quick." The old man said: "Let us wait for
your brothers to finish, and then we will look them over together."

They waited and waited, but the two older brothers seemed to
be having a lengthy discussion in the next room. Their voices grew
louder until it seemed like they were having an argument. At that
point, the old dispatched the youngest son to fetch them.

The two older sons seemed flustered as they came into the room.
The old man asked, "What is taking you so long?"

"Nothing, Father." They assured him: "We have some differences
in opinion and need to work through them, that's all."

"Let us take a look at what you have so far," the old man took
their sheets and examined them. Both sons had written a lot. After a
while, the old man remarked: "One thing I am noticing is that many
characteristics appear in both lists, but what appears as a strength in
one list shows up as a weakness in the other."

"That is the problem, Father." The oldest son said, with
annoyance in his voice. "I have an eye for details, but here he says I
am 'unnecessarily nit-picky' and lists it as a weakness."

"That is nothing compared to the mistake he made here," the
second son angrily pointed out. "My greatest strength is that I am as
tolerant as the Buddha, but he says here that I have low standards
for myself and others, so it is a weakness. Obvious, he is mistaken."

"I am not mistaken," the oldest son countered. "The real mistake
is this one over here. Everyone knows I often give constructive
advice, but he says it is a weakness where I am 'endlessly critical of
people.' That's not true at all."

1209. indd 6
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The second son raised his voice: "Not true? Then explain how
you take my strength in never rushing into anything and twist it into
'he is often late and rarely punctual.' If that's not being critical, what
is?" Both brothers were now becoming quite upset.

"One moment," the old man interrupted them before things really
got out of hand. "We have not looked at the sheet your little brother
submitted yet. Why don't we do that, and then come back to your
disagreements?"

The two brothers reluctantly backed down as their father
unfolded the youngest son's submission. He looked at the top half:
"You have a section titled "My Strengths', but the only thing you
wrote is 'not applicable.! What do you mean by that?"

The youngest son said: "Father, there simply aren't that many
things I can do that someone else cannot do better. If I am to be
honest with myself, I really cannot claim to have any remarkable
strengths."

The old man scanned down the page and asked: "You also have
a section titled "The Weaknesses of My Brothers', but the only thing
you wrote is 'none.! Why?"

"Father, you said so yourself that they are worthy men. I see
unique strengths in each of them and no glaring weaknesses worth
mentioning."

The old man nodded: "Very good. You have demonstrated a
true understanding of the Tao. You shall be the one to inherit the
business."

The oldest son looked shocked: "Father, I accept your decision
as always, but I am puzzled. How did he demonstrate a greater
understanding than either of us?"

The second son also seemed puzzled: "Father, am I not the one
who always goes with the flow? Why is he chosen instead of me?"

The old man explained: "This test may seem simple, but there are
complexities within it just like the family business and life itself. In
facing this challenge, your little brother uses the Tao of simplicity.
Less can be more, and being quiet can say more than any amount of
words. Knowing when to stop is the best way to handle complexity.

"His decision to not boast about his strengths demonstrates the
Tao of humility. It is the wisdom of realizing that no man can do
everything himself. It is also the wisdom of recognizing capable
employees, and knowing when to delegate tasks to the best
advantage of the business. This is crucial in any business leader.

"His decision to not write about your weaknesses is perhaps the
most critical of all. It shows he understands the Tao of harmony.
Nothing succeeds in business like harmonious relationships, not
just with customers but also among coworkers. It is the secret of my
success, and I want it to be yours as well.

"Lastly, harmony above all is what I want for the three of you.
You know I do not have many years left. Certainly I won't be
around to mediate your arguments forever. If there is no harmony in
the family, then no amount of business success will be worthwhile.
When you look at it that way, I think you will see that my decision
could not have gone any other way."

For more discussions on the Tao, please visit www. TrueTao.org!
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The Great Tao Foundation of America

11645 Lower Azusa Road., El Monte, CA91732 U.S.A.
Tel: 626.279.1097 - Fax:626.279.1098
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