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仁君 
艺法



 

Like all journeys of self-discovery and self-improvement, learning about Rén and practising to become Rén will precipitate highs and lows, emotionally and mentally. This book sets out as a guide to support your self-practice, but do note that it is not a substitute for professional and medical help. Embark on your journey with honesty – listen to your body and mind. Be patient and kind to yourself, and if at any point you feel helpless or you notice you are bringing up a lot of negativity, give yourself permission to seek appropriate professional medical advice. Taking care of ourselves – both physically and mentally – is a part of the journey too.
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INTRODUCTION


“Rén is most beautiful. If we are wise, when there is a choice, why would we not choose Rén?

THE ANALECTS 4:1



Growing up in Malaysia, my life began in a multicultural world filled with an array of stories, traditions and philosophies that complemented as well as contradicted one another. Born to parents who are Chinese (my father is first-generation Malaysian), I’ve now come to realise as an adult that much of my family’s own traditions and philosophies are based on cultural practices that were inherited and kept to help us grow and flourish in new environments that may be different from our ancestors’ homes. Some would remind us of our ancestors’ practices in the past, in a different country, while others would act as a guide for us to follow, to be a better person, as a family member, friend, colleague and member of society. Without being too familiar with local culture and practices, my parents and their parents and siblings had to rely on their upbringing and the inherited knowledge to navigate the world around them and in turn passed this down to me and my sister, Sen.

Even as a child, I had heard of the Chinese philosopher Confucius (c. 551 to c. 479 BCE). Back then, I knew of him as someone important from ancient China (I had no idea then how ancient!) who was like a teacher, who said many things that were insightful and that people still respected and followed in our modern day. To my young mind, he was in the same ranks as Shakespeare. As I grew up, I understood a bit more about philosophy, but Confucius jokes in English also became popular and parody proverbs caught on. My favourite one is: The man who runs in front of car, gets tired. The man who runs behind car, gets exhausted. They were fun and clearly stayed with me, but they also made it hard for me to consider Confucius’s teachings seriously at the time.

In 1997, I moved to the UK for my higher education and it was then that I began to be aware of my own philosophy and ethics. As my parents and grandparents experienced before me, being in a new environment highlighted the differences between my practices and those performed in the world around me. These included how I managed myself under stress, how I reacted to certain socio-political issues, what communities I aligned myself with, how I made career decisions and how I saw myself contributing to the world around me. None of the answers to these questions are fixed. They would change year to-year, or even more frequently, and it is through these changes that my eyes were opened to how we interact with the world around us and how this directly impacts our happiness.

Not long after university, I married and my husband, Kenneth, and we settled down to a new life together in London. Later, we moved to Tokyo for his work assignment, where we lived for three years, which brought on further change. Though I found some similarities with my Chinese and Malaysian cultural heritage, much of it was still completely new and different. The Japanese language was the most distinguishing factor, with concepts of hierarchy that affect word choices and conjugations depending on whom we are speaking to. Though concepts of hierarchy and status in society are similar in Chinese and Malaysian culture, seeing it embedded in the language was something new. We were given cultural lessons in our first weeks there, which really helped with our understanding of the country and opened our eyes to local practices that might have felt odd otherwise. A wonderful example is tatemae – a form of ‘white lie’ used in conversation to be polite and make the other person feel good.

What my three years in Tokyo taught me was to look further into my own practices – which stemmed from my beliefs, philosophy, tradition and culture, and helped me find fulfilment and happiness – to understand how they might be analysed and perhaps even explained to others. It was also in Japan that I changed career paths and became a writer and this provided me with a wonderful canvas to explore cultures, traditions and philosophies in a way that I couldn’t before – through storytelling.

On our return to London, I decided to pursue my postgraduate education while developing my writing career, which is what triggered my recent re-encounter with Confucius. Since 2014, I have been studying literature that is culturally recognisable as Chinese and in doing so, I found myself engaging with Confucius’s teachings over and over again. This time around, I noticed that in fiction, Chinese cultural values that are presented aren’t that different from people’s shared cultural practices, like traditions, events, rites and rituals. And where we find similarities in cultural practices or philosophy among East Asian and South East Asian heritage, it can often be traced back to teachings from ancient China that originate in Confucianism, Buddhism and Daoism. This has made me increasingly curious to find out one thing: with the world seeming so different in the twenty-first century, are these teachings still relevant?

Returning to Confucius’s teachings anew, I began to see that his philosophy is all-encompassing, a guide to life that helps achieve a sense of happiness, contentment and love. His philosophy is organised into five virtues: Rén 仁 (humanity), Yì 義 (righteousness), Lĭ 禮 (rites), Zhì 智 (wisdom) and Xìn 信 (honesty). The translations I chose here are slightly different from what you might read elsewhere, but I feel that they reflect his core teachings better and are more applicable to our daily lives. The most important one – Rén – sets out to show us how to find fulfilment through our interactions and engagement with the world we live in. Many of the teachings in Rén are familiar to me as they were lessons and practices that I had learnt from my parents and grandparents. Though it was originally through my cultural heritage that my journey with Rén began, I’m glad that I found my way back to Confucius again and that I had the opportunity to study Rén more formally and intimately in recent years. It made me understand the unique value of Confucius’s philosophy and helped me uncover the richness of life through the world around me.

This book hopefully captures the essence and philosophy of Rén and its positive message of community and compassion. Organised in four main parts, it begins with Rén and You, then builds outwards to Rén and Family and Friends, then, to Rén, Society and the Wider World and finally, to Rén Today. It contains the lessons, ideas and practices of Rén, all of which helped me navigate the complexities of our modern world and find a new sense of achievement and happiness in life. I hope it will do the same for you too.

YEN OOI

LONDON
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