Preface

A tribute to Lao Zi, the first chapter of the Dao De Jing (The Classic of the Way)

The describable way is not the Eternal Way.

The nameable name is not the Eternal Name.

Heaven and Earth originate in Non-being.

Being engenders all things.

Therefore, observe without desire and the essence will appear, 

Observe with yearning and only manifestations can be seen. 

These two have different names, yet the same origin,

The mystery of mysteries opens on to all wonders.

PREFACE

Countless sages have paved great roads in their search for the meaning of life throughout the ages.  Their descendants have traveled many paths. Some race down life’s road: they enjoy the wind and wonder about existence; others travel along hurriedly, causing traffic and littering roadsides; but most people having stopped in their tracks, pace back and forth, uncertain of their destination, and ignorant of their origin.

The roadside landscape is sometimes expansive and at other times constricted, all appears similar, but a closer look shows variations.  Is civilization any different?  Over thousands of years, the human intellect has evolved like a stratified piece of jade with peaks and valleys.  Today, man can walk on the moon.  Does this not demonstrate intelligence?  However, strip away the material wealth and technology of modern man and the only things remaining are ignorance, confusion, and fantasies. 


An individual knowing how to manage his affairs and inner feelings, but not knowing the direction of life, is still ignorant.  A person who has a warehouse of classic books and a collection of diplomas, but has not captured the essence of the texts, is vain. If you can run marathons and turn anything you touch to gold, but lack self-control, you have no ability.  A person having great wealth and long life, but no contentment or happiness, is empty.

Is life only ignorance, vanity, inability, and emptiness?  If so, why do we bother living? In the procession of human civilization, scores of saints and philosophers have preceded us. Although their followers have long gone, their footsteps still resonate.  A great abyss separates us in the present from the learned sages of the past.

In fact, our existence amounts to nothing more than the continuation of life and the accumulation of thinking. To understand this, we can regard time and space as two dimensions in a coordinate system. Subjectively, if we regard ourselves as the center of the coordinate system, all things will appear to have an elliptical trajectory expanding into infinity. From an objective perspective, if we look at the earth from outer space, human civilization resembles etched tracks on the surface.

Merely the dust on these tracks, the individual is too microscopic to be significant. Nevertheless, he is the thread of continuity and the pulse connecting future generations.   Tracing phenomena layer by layer to its origin, we will find that every phenomenon has a clear causal trajectory. Attacked by the waves of time, the thoughts and actions of the individual will turn to dust, blown away by the wind, like a bird’s tracks on the snow.
Can humans understand their position in time and space on the cosmic stage? Can a human decide his own path? Some people are busy their entire life finding no time to ponder the meaning of life. Some people think life resembles a dream and clutch tightly to it; lost in reverie, they are unable to wake; still others shamelessly boast that they have perceived the truth behind life and death, but then spend their days with an empty mind waiting for death to arrive.

Does our life have a purpose?  Can we know the future of humanity?  Is human life the coincidental meeting of spermatozoa with an egg?  Is every thought an accidental spark, suddenly appearing then vanishing with the same speed?  If so, why can some people through self-reflection
 escape subjectivity and approach objective reality?

This book is simply another explanation of the march of humanity. In the Orient as well as the Occident, human wisdom matured 3000 years ago.   However, due to the fuzziness of “concepts” and to the fact that no real interface had yet been built, there was no mutual understanding between sages and commoners.    People became prisoners of prejudice and “concepts” long ago became fossils: the ancient pointed to the moon with his finger, but modern man focuses on the finger and forgets about the moon.  

The progress of human civilization is equivalent to the growth of an individual. While “fables” can satisfy the imagination of infants, mankind needed “myths” to explore the mysteries of the mind and the spirits’ world.   Later generations created the images of divinities and installed them in temples and on altars based on their myths.   This was the first necessary step in the growth of human civilization.

There was nothing incorrect about the concept of  “God(s)”.  What was wrong was that religious authorities mounted the divine altars and only knew how to protect the power of religions, but did not understand the nature of the divine.  Material sciences flourished only after Copernicus’ theory of the earth rotating around the sun shocked the human psyche allowing the construction of a new so-called material heaven.  At the emotional level, man still respected and loved God.  Rationally, man fell into a void.

Neither is science is incorrect.  What is wrong is that those who pursue scientific endeavors are only interested in gains for themselves and their organizations.  Becoming mere technicians, scientists have completely lost the scientific spirit of truth.  The Dark Ages never disappeared and the brilliance of reason has been suspended.  The stupidity and ignorance of human nature are the only immutable phenomena.

I am not naïve enough to believe that stupidity can be improved.  However, I am aware of the fact that “ignorance” derives from a “superstition” in “concepts”.  When Copernicus, Bruno, and Galileo saw through to the truth of the movements of the celestial bodies, how many of their contemporaries had the vision to agree?  What is the difference between the best and brightest of the modern world and the clerics of the Middle Ages?

Past experience should be our teacher: momentary success does not represent eternal glory.  The Neanderthal Man survived for two hundred thousand years, but disappeared long ago in the shadows of the caves of Europe.  Being the descendants of these “intelligent beings”, shouldn’t this give us cause to reflect?

In the evolution of the cosmos, life went from lower to higher levels and from the shallow to the deep.  The ultimate level is wisdom.  Mere survival is not the goal.  Even the lowest form of virus has survived hundreds of millions of years.  Measuring success in life by survival or standards of living is not wise.  Human wisdom is far from uniform in degree; some great, some small.  It can be miniscule to the extent of failing to distinguish between sunrise and sunset, capable only of seeing just over the tip of the nose. On the other end of the spectrum, a person may have the wisdom to understand the past, perceive the present, and assimilate both mind and matter. An individual’s attention should focus on these extremes.

In the real world, the precision of science and the splendor of material wealth amaze people.  Everyone hopes for instant fame and wealth.  A similar phenomenon occurs when someone envies a soccer star effortlessly gliding around the field.  While the admirer tries to imitate the athlete’s tricks of the feet to please the crowd, often the novice doesn’t want to start learning the basic skills and endure the labor to build a strong foundation.

Living on a daily basis with sunlight, air, and flowing water, over time we take these phenomena for granted.  Likewise, communicating with concepts, we seem to be able to talk about everything without realizing the extraordinariness of the tools.  Even more regrettable is our tendency to strive to understand deep and mysterious ideas beyond our reach, but we regard as an avoidable insignificant task the most fundamental skill of the understanding of concepts.

Reality dictates that: skyscrapers cannot be built without deep and thick foundations; no life can survive in the absence of sunlight, air, and flowing water.  In the same way, we cannot attain superhuman wisdom when we do not fully understand basic concepts.  A foundation is often invisible, but it is the most valuable and the most necessary part.   People dreaming of the pursuit of glamour and delight in the appearance of things will eventually turn into slaves of vanity.

Another more ridiculous prejudice occurs before people achieve an adequate level of understanding and they believe a full comprehension of “concepts” can result from reading books and consulting dictionaries.  As a consequence, they only repeat what others say.  Although people know the words they use, they don’t know why they use those words.    If they can get by like this, why should someone make the effort to understand concepts?  Even experts and scholars have an incomplete understanding of concepts and often use them out of context.  Owing to such barriers, anyone who knows even a little about concepts can lead the blind and ignorant masses.  How can people hope to approach the subject of learning concepts when they face such hurdles? 

What about the direction of cosmic evolution?  Naturally, someone without wisdom will not know, but of those who do not know, some conceitedly believe they do.  They assume that the goals of life are: “achievement, fame, wealth, and recognition” as well as “eating, drinking, playing, and merriment”.  For these people, concepts only serve to satisfy the requirements of life and survival, so that they can sing folk songs and enjoy the moment; sunlight, air, and running water just happen to be there waiting for their consumption.

 “Wisdom” is the ability to understand the truth of the universe. The concepts of spoken and written languages are the only tools that humans can use to establish a connection with wisdom.  After emerging from our mother’s womb, we are alone and ignorant.  We rely wholly on language to communicate with the objective world.   Explorations into wisdom can only begin after thoroughly understanding our surroundings, body, and mind.  Once this process plays out, we will be able to pass on the flame of wisdom to succeeding generations, until we finally unveil the true nature of the universe. 

The universe is an immense indivisible entirety.  To understand this immensity, an individual must use “summarized notions”.  He must classify and categorize these “notions” from the simplest to the most complex.  Owing to the ambiguity associated with something that has been summarized, we initially regard the universe through the myopic lens of subjective experience, but gradually through the media of concepts, we can strive to understand clearly the complexities of the myriad phenomena of the cosmos.

Although concepts were originally the crystallization of humanity’s wisdom, we sit on a mountain of jewels, but have yet to see the true nature of this hidden treasure.  Not many people can effectively manage concepts and even fewer can attain wisdom. Fortunately, with the evolution of civilization, mankind’s understanding has accumulated to such a point that “concepts” are approaching completeness.

The term “Wisdom Study” used in the title of this book could have been: “Concept Systems”.    One of the purposes of the book is to explain concepts through a method that we call: “system analysis”
.  This method formulates a multi-layered “conceptual network”, in which all concepts are interrelated; one concept can lead to any other, allowing us to retrace our way to the concept with which we started our analysis.  As the method establishes definitions layer by layer, we can precisely deconstruct concepts into machine instructions that computers can process.  At the same time, we can form a complete understanding by returning to the origins of the universe and its true nature.

Wisdom is the total sum of human comprehension.  To obtain wisdom, one must tirelessly and stubbornly investigate, experience, and learn.  Just as one should not expect to gain merit by treading the true way, one should not expect any rewards from wisdom.   Keeping or loosing wisdom depends on one turn of our thoughts.  Only the virtuous can attain it.
Regarding the universe as a holistic entirety, this book does not adopt one particular view such as: materialism, idealism, monotheism, or polytheism.   Nor do we distinguish between the Occident and Orient.  The Nine Discourses on Wisdom Study aims to serve as a reference work for future generations; the first step in attempting to open the door to Wisdom Study.

I want to thank  Mr. Zhao Jia An, Mr. Tan Wei Hao, and Mr. Wu Nai Hua for having formed a company allowing us to continue our work.  I had the time to study and think; gradually my ideas matured resulting in this book.

Today I will not consider the shallow and base, 


I will teach the eternal and virtuous. 


The bird chirps on the branch,


Hoping for other birds to answer its song.

Shen Hong Lian and Zhang Shu Yuan took time of their busy schedules to edit and polish the text. Their efforts allowed me to charge forward without any reservations.

Chu Bang Foo
 

Yang Mei, June, 1998 

� Translators’ note: all original Chinese works have been rendered into English by the translators; no other translator’s works have been used; any similarities to other translators’ renditions is purely coincidental. 


�  Translators note: through this important process of self-reflection and correction (反思 fan3si1) some sages can know the real meaning of life, the truth.  Probably one of the most difficult achievements man could envisage, a purely interior trail, the pursuit of the truth demands total commitment of one’s life and heart, and among other things, the sacrifice of all individual aspirations and desires (self-interest).  The Indian traditions call this purification “sadana”; it is still a living tradition in circles involved in spiritual development.  In Islam, Sufism calls for those on “the way of perfection” (tarika) to engage in a continual examination of conscience and for a renunciation of material life, among other ascetic (soul/mind purifying) practices.    A near metaphor for the pursuit of the truth existed in Europe of the Middle Ages, “the quest of the grail”.  In a more general way, we can note that the esoteric part of religions or philosophies did developed this interior approach of the divine or the truth, while the exoteric apparatus is more concerned with rituals and canons. In Chinese culture, Confucianism, Taoism, and Chan (Zen) provided some of the main classics by which Chinese sages sought inspiration in their pursuit of the truth.





� Translators note: “systems analysis” will be defined in the “Introduction”.





�  Translators note: we have chosen to render the author’s name朱邦復- by the romanized transliteration : Chu Bang Foo.  The pinyin transliteration of his name is Zhu Bang Fu.
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