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Cultivating Virtue: Avoiding Disaster and
Gaining Blessings by Abandoning Greed

The Huainanzi, an ancient
Chinese text from the Han
Dynasty, said in Volume 41, “A
sage preserves what he has, and
does not pursue what he does not
have. If one pursues what one does
not have, then what one has will
disappear. If one cultivates what
one has, then what one wants will
naturally appear”

The above statements can be
interpreted as: A sage preserves his
virtue, and does not desire what
does not belong to him. Whoever
is greedy will in the end lose what
he has, because greed and pursuit
do not bring blessings. One who
breaks the law and takes bribes will
lose his blessings. If one cultivates
virtue, however, then what he wants
will come naturally, because virtue
possesses mighty wisdom and can
be transformed into blessings.

Three short stories illustrating
ancient Chinese beliefs follow. Each
shows the importance of letting
go of greed and cultivating virtue,
which in the long run will avoid
disaster and result in blessings.

General Guo Ziyi Maintains
Peace by Abandoning Greed
and Preserving Modesty

Guo Ziyi (AD 697-781 )
was a famous general in the Tang
Dynasty. Guo Ziyi allowed no
guards to stand in front of his
gate. Everyone, from noblemen
to average people and small
businessmen, could enter and
leave Guo's residence and nobody
stopped them.

Everyone was in the know
about Guo's family issues, no
matter how small or how large.

For example, someone said,
“Their sons were required to
carry water and irrigate the field.
They looked the same as ordinary
servants and slaves.” This meant
that there was nothing hidden by
Guo and his family.

Guo Ziyi's children tried
to persuade him to change his
ways. Guo refused to accept their
suggestion. They wept and said,
“You have merits, but you do
not respect yourself. All people,
regardless rich or poor, are under
your protection. We believe
even Yi Yin or Huo Guang, high
ranking officials in the Han
Dynasty, weren't so open and
transparent. However, we feel
pain because of you.”

Guo smiled and said, “It's not
what you think. I own 500 horses
and there are 1,000 people who
are supported by the government.
Many people are jealous and want
to malign me. If we closed our
door tightly, severing connections
with the outside world, then as
long as one person started to
malign me and complain that I
was not loyal, it would be easy
to find those who want to harm
me. Then my entire family would
be killed. It would be too late for
regret. Now, all doors are open,
and no one can malign me. This is
why I live this way”

Treacherous court officials
sent spies to monitor his family,
but all returned with nothing.
Finally, his children were
convinced, too.

Guo Ziyi played a significant
role in the survival of the Tang
Dynasty during his 20 years as

the general. He had much power,
and no official at the court could
find anything against him. He had
accumulated much merit, and
the emperor didn't suspect him
of any wrongdoing. Treacherous
court officials attempted many
times to harm him, but without
success.

He was noble and rich when
he passed away. His prosperous
descendants lived peaceful and
joyful lives. This was possible
because of his loyalty to the
country, his rejection of greed,
as well as being modest, humble,
and generous.

Greed Drives the World

Human beings are very
greedy. When one indulges
desires without constraint, one
can only sink down and be unable
to rise again. Blessings and virtue
would bypass him, and disaster
would befall him.

On the contrary, if one
cultivates one's heart, performs
good deeds, abandons greed
and does not live in delusion, he
accumulates virtue. He would
gain naturally without pursuit.
This is called being wise.

As the ancients said, “If one
is kind, disasters will stay away
from him even if blessings have
not yet arrived. If one is evil, one
will not receive blessings and will
have to face disasters.”

Abandoning greed and
cultivating virtue could really
help humans avoid disaster and
gain blessings. We should reflect
on that and be vigilant.

(The End)
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Prisoners Live Up to Their Promise and Receive Pardons

Wang Jia served as a military
aide to the official in charge of the
Qi Prefecture, today's Shandong
Province, during the late years
of the Northern and Southern
Dynasties and the Sui Dynasty

Wang, who was not known
for accomplishing anything of
note, was assigned to escort over
70 prisoners to the capital city.

Prisoners had to wear heavy
wooden planks fixed around their
necks, with their wrists cuffed to
the planks in front of their chins.

When the prisoners, escor-
ted by guards under Wang's
command, reached Xingyang
(now Henan Province), Wang felt
sympathy for them because of the
hardship they had to endure and
stopped to talk to them.

“You have broken the law and
are now paying the price, which
causes you harm. The guards
escorting you also have to put up

with the ordeal of this long trip.
Don't you all feel guilty?” he asked.

The prisoners expressed their
remorse and shame.

“Although you all broke the
law, the wooden plank shackles
inflict a lot of pain. I am going to
have them removed so that you
can continue unhindered. We will
regroup at the capital. Will you all
show up on time?” he asked.

The prisoners knelt down,
thanked him, and said that they
would not dare miss the deadline.
Wang told the guards to remove
all the shackles and then told the
guards that they had fulfilled their
duty and could go home.

He set the date to meet the
prisoners in the capital.

“If you don't show up by
then, I will be given the death
penalty,” he added and then left.

The prisoners were greatly
moved. All of them arrived at

the appointed time and place in
the capital. Not a single prisoner
attempted to escape.

When the emperor learned
about this, he was surprised and
reflected on it for some time. He
then issued an order that all the
prisoners be brought into the
imperial palace, and he also asked
their wives and children to be
present.During a banquet, the
emperor pardoned all prisoners
for living up to their word and for
having understood the risk Wang
had taken.

The emperor said, “Endless
litigation ensues when officials
lack compassion, and ordinary
people become treacherous
and vindictive. If officials are
as considerate as Wang Jia, and
the public is as trustworthy and
grateful as these former prisoners,
there is no need for punishment”
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