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B Reported by Victor Yue

Talk On Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching)
And Management

On Saturday, 19 July 2008, a talk entitled “Dao De Jing and
Management” was held at the auditorium of the Singapore Chinese
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCCI).

Mr Lim Chwee Kim, founder of Richland Group, and an
active Taoist and patron of Taoist organisations in Singapore —had
to expound on this subject. By the time I entered the auditorium,
there was hardly any seat left. There must be have been 200
people or so in the audience, the majority of whom were 50 years
or older, either listening with rapt attention or busy jotting down
points made by the speaker.

Mr. Lim shared with the audience his experience in manag-
ing the Richland Group using the principles of the Dao De Jing
(Tao Te Ching). The talk was made all the more interesting as the
speaker peppered it with several real-life examples. Moderator Dr
Xu Li Ying gave brief explanations of the verses in the Dao De
Jing that had been highlighted by Mr. Lim.

The thrust of the talk was that the Dao De Jing is certainly
a very useful guide even in the corporate arena, be it in the way
business is run or how staff are managed. One interesting example
that Mr. Lim gave involved the way parents handle their children,
especially teenagers. In the past, if a child were to return home
past the curfew hour, he or she would dutifully accept a scolding
from the parent and bow his or her head in remorse. Nowadays,
however, some teenagers are likely to simply head for his or her
room and shut the door behind them if the same method of repri-
mand is carried out. The Dao De Jing mentions that one should be
aware when the water needs to change its course as it flows over
a different surface. By the same token, one should be cognizant
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of the need to apply a different method to deal with different
situations. Wouldn’t the same principle be applicable to human
relations management ?

As I listened to the talk, it struck me how useful it would
be to crystallize the words of the Qi Shan(+53). These words of
wisdom would be a handy guide for anyone in need of them at
any time.

If there is one thing that attracts me to the Dao De Jing in so
far as its application to the management of business is concerned,
it is its concept of "fairness". In this age where the bottom-line is
the over-arching goal of many corporations, some bosses, might be
more concerned about his or her KPI (key performance index) so
that he or she could earn a big fat bonus at the end of the year, that
when it comes to sharing the fruits of the labour employees lower
down the scale might sometimes receive a disproportionately
smaller share than that enjoyed by the top dog although all had put
in almost similar effort. This begs the question, “is it fair”?

Mr. Lim also highlighted the impossibility of bringing one's
wealth to the next world. Hence, it makes good sense, according
to him, if people and companies share their profits with the less
able or less fortunate. At the same time, he underscored the im-
portance of gratitude, of repaying the society and community that
have helped one succeed. Alas, many people, he observed, have
taken it for granted that their success is derived from their effort
alone without realizing that there could have been other factors
that might have played a role too.

In reply to a question from the floor, Mr. Lim said that these
days, his business has expanded beyond Singapore and thus, he felt
it imperative to share the fruits of his labour with his host countries
as well. One of his earlier ventures was in Sichuan, China, where
a massive earthquake, struck recently. Mr. Lim hopes to be able
to do something for the people there, be it to help build a school
or orphanage.

Being able to absorb only about 10 per cent of what was
presented, I have been inspired to read the Dao De Jing more
closely to see how I could apply its principles to my work, family,
society and community.

Talk on Dao De Jing and Life
Organised by the Taoist -
Federation (Singapore) and Fung i
Ying Seen Koon (Hong Kong),
An talk entitled “Dao De Jing and
Life” - the third in a series was
held on Sunday, 3 August 2008,
at the ONEpeople.sg premises.
The speaker Master Huang Xin
Cheng, spoke in Mandarin to an
almost full-house, and the session
lasted from 2 pm to 4.45 pm
Master Huang, articulate and eloquent in his presentation,
started off by sharing with the audience how the book Dao De
Jing (Tao Te Ching), came to be written. According to Master
Huang, there was a head of a county, who on seeing purple cloud
approaching his location, predicted that a wise person would ap-
pear shortly. And so, he waited for the auspicious arrival. Indeed
not long thereafter an old man on his Qing Niu (blue ox, some said
that it was a rhinoceros) came along. He was Lao Zi. The head
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of a county beseeched Lao Zi to accept him as a disciple. Lao Zi
wrote for him the 5000-character—Dao De Jing

Master Huang deftly plucked out relevant parts of the Dao
De Jing to show us how we could use this ancient text to guide
our life.

The two-and-a-half hours set aside for the talk was not
enough to even summarise the link between Dao De Jing and life.
The audience were hungry for more.

When Master Huang described the san bao (three treasures)
that Dao De Jing offers, I was reminded that if we were to lead our
life according to these three bao (treasures), we could well enjoy
a very happy life! Many people lament that life is a challenge.
Master Huang advises that if one sees the world through the Dao,
life would no longer be a challenge, but a joy. He summarised
the concept through the famous phrase “Dao Fa Zi Ran” (&%
B #R); no doubt a difficult phrase to translate. A loose translation
would be that if we were to “live and let live”, we will have fewer
problems.

One Chinese member of the audience commented that he has
no interest in Taoism because it contained too many superstitions
(mi-xin). He suggested that a distinction be made between the Tao
Jia (Tao Philosophy) and Chinese folk practices. He added that
Taoism should be promoted the way the other religions had done.
According to him, tangkis (spirit mediums) belong to the realm
of the superstitious. Master Huang had a “Tao” way of respond-
ing - if you believe in the practice, please continue. If you do not,
leave it alone; there are others who believe. Similarly in reply to
another question on how the Dao De Jing can make the world a
better place to live in, he said that there is a time and place for
everything, and until one is capable of influencing that, one could
still do something within one’s control for oneself, one’s family
and perhaps, one’s friends.

Referring to the multiple gods in the Taoist pantheon, Master
Huang explained that one should look at it from the Tao perspec-
tive which believe that there is a sky (ie heaven - where the moon,
the stars, and the sun reside) and there is earth (seen as the “great
mother”, providing love and support to all living things) - and
that we should appreciate both for they provide us with what we
need in order to live. Here is where I began to feel that the word
“paipai” might not be compatible with the word “pray”. It does
not help that some people dismissed the worshipping of Taoist
deities as mere idolatory. The truth is that through worship, we are
actually expressing our gratitude and paying tribute to our divine
benefactors and protectors. Hence, we paipai to virtuous persons
such as Guan Gong - who represents values such as integrity and
righteousness - to remind us of how we should carry ourselves.
This is similar to the approach Buddha had taken - his image being
there to remind Buddhists to work towards enlightenment.

Asked what is the purpose of life, Master Huang replied that
if a person would read, understand and adopt the Dao De Jing, he
would know the purpose.

My report is certainly not good enough to cover all the
fascinating points brought up by Master Huang. But as he noted,
if anyone had been inspired by any one aspect of the Dao De Jing
mentioned in the talk, that was a good start. I hope I have done my
teeny weeny part in getting you interested in the Dao De Jing. Just
google the name, and you will find the entire text on the internet,
some with explanations as well.
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If you can talk with crowds and keep your Virtue,
or walk with Kings... nor lose the common touch:
Catching Up With Dr Leon Comber

B Victor Yue, Lee Su Yin

he title comes from the poem “If”” by Nobel Laureate Rudyard

Kipling, a copy of which Dr Leon Comber has stuck onto
his office computer at Monash University, Australia, where he is
currently holding the position of Honorary Research Fellow at
the university’s Monash Asia Institute. If there is one quality that
strikes you when you meet Dr Comber it is that while he has indeed
hobnobbed with royalty and chatted with the hoi polloi, never has
he ever lost that “common touch” espoused by Kipling. And it is
this special quality that he exudes that has earned him many friends
in many places, in many cities across many time zones.

‘Who is this man, Dr Leon Comber? Well, for a start, he holds
degrees from London and Hong Kong Universities, the University
of East Asia, Macau, and Monash University, and he has written
extensively on Southeast Asia. His command of the languages is
equally impressive. At last count, he knew English, Malay, Chinese
(Cantonese and putonghua ), and a smattering of Hindi. Not many
might know that Dr Comber is one of the few Westerners hold-
ing Malaysian citizenship. Renowned as a ‘Southeast Asianist’,
Dr Comber’s interest in the region is both multi-disciplinary and
broad-ranging, covering history, political science, sinology, intel-
ligence, terrorism, literature, commerce and book publishing.

During the Second World War, Dr Comber was commis-
sioned as a British officer in the Indian Army, and in that capacity,
saw action against the Japanese in Assam (India) and Burma (now
known as Myanmar). We learn that his interest in Malay(si)an
affairs dates from the time he landed as a major at the end of the
war with the British/Indian army re-occupying force (“Operation
Zipper”) on the west coast of Malaya, and he was involved in the
surrender of the Japanese forces in Kelantan.

On completion of his tour of duty as SOII (Major) in the Brit-
ish Military Administration of Malaya (BMA), he was appointed
to the British Colonial Service (Malayan Police) when civilian
government was restored in Malaya and Singapore in April 1946.
Dr Comber was employed for most of his police service in the
Special Branch - the government’s top intelligence agency respon-
sible for political, security, and operational intelligence. During the
Malayan Emergency (1948-1960), the Special Branch was instru-
mental in crushing the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) and its
guerrilla army, the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA).
In 1949, Dr Comber was appointed as a police Aide-De-Camp
(ADC) to Sir Henry Gurney, the Malayan High Commissioner,
who was killed by communist insurgents in 1951.

Retiring from the police force as an Acting Assistant Com-
missioner of Police, Dr Comber spent more than twenty-five years
in book publishing, based initially in Singapore and subsequently
in Hong Kong as the Southeast Asian representative of the London
publishers, Heinemann Educational Books Ltd. Appointed manag-
ing director of the local Heinemann subsidiary companies which
he established in Hong Kong, Singapore and Kuala Lumpur, he
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invited Tunku Abdul Rahman, the first Malaysian Prime Minister,
and Tan Sri Professor Hamzah Sendut, Vice-Chancellor of the
Universiti Sains, Penang, to its board of directors. Dr Comber was
also a member of the official UK Publishers Association / British
Board of Trade Missions to Japan/South Korea, China, and The
Philippines (twice).

Before taking up residence in Australia in 1991, Dr Comber
held the post of Publisher and Director of Hong Kong University
Press, a department of Hong Kong University. In 1990, he was
elected Chair of the Hong Kong Anglo-Chinese Educational Book
Publishers Association. After joining Monash University in 1991,
he was for several years the joint managing editor (with Dr Joan
Grant), and latterly simultaneously book review editor, of the
Asian Studies Review, the flagship of the Asian Studies Associa-
tion of Australia. During this tenure as editor, he was appointed
by UNESCO as publishing consultant for the People’s Republic
of China, and in 1993 he conducted a book publishing course for
the People’s Education Press, Beijing.

Throughout his illustrious career, Dr Comber remains closely
connected to Singapore and Malaysia. For instance, in May/June
2006, he returned to Singapore as a Visiting Research Fellow of the
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies (ISEAS). His current research
interests include Malaysian politics, the Malay irredentist move-
ment in southern Thailand, the Origins of the Cold War in Asia,
the overseas Chinese, Chinese secret societies, terrorism, and intel-
ligence. He is working on a translation of ancient Chinese detective
stories as a sequel to The Strange Cases of Magistrate Pao.

When Dr Comber visited Singapore recently in July 2008
to deliver a paper on the ‘Origins of the Cold War in Southeast
Asia’ at the Asia Research Institute, NUS, we took the opportunity
to catch up with him. One burning question we had for him was
about how and why he came to write the book, “Chinese Temples
in Singapore”. Published in English in 1958, “Chinese temples”
was a trailblazer in that this was the first time an attempt had been
made, in English, to document and publish a history of the Chinese
temples in Singapore. Had Dr Comber been inspired by the works
of his contemporaries — illustrious “China scholars” such as John
King Fairbanks, Owen Lattimore, Kenneth Scott Latourette and
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Joseph Needham — and hence has himself pioneered the writing, in
English, of Chinese life and customs in Singapore and Malaya?

This was Dr Comber’s long and eloquent reply:

“From the time I landed in Malaya as a British officer in the
Indian Army at the time of the Japanese surrender in September
1945, 1 was intrigued and fascinated in all aspects of Chinese life
that I saw around me. For me, it was a “new world” that invited
exploration, especially as there were then so few Westerners who
spoke Chinese or had any understanding of Chinese life. In fact,
this did not change very much during the twelve years or so that
I lived in Malaya/Singapore. I have always been interested in
exploring religion and the “Other world”, and Chinese temples
with their colourful profusion of Chinese gods stretching back
into China’s dim past provided me with a wonderful opportunity
to expand my interests. It helped, too, I suppose, that I had already
engaged a private teacher to start studying both Cantonese and
putonghua in my spare time. I'm sure this opened for me many
“windows” that would otherwise have remained closed.

In those days, for practical purposes, the most useful Chinese
dialect for me was Cantonese as very little putonghua was spoken,
and it was not until many years later when I married my first wife
(Han Suyin) that I had the opportunity to pay more attention to my
putonghua studies. So in visiting the temples in the late 1950’s,
I used Cantonese whenever possible, and I always tried to speak
directly in this dialect with the persons I met in the temples. Of
course, Hokkien would have been very useful too, perhaps even
better, but there is only so much that any person can do!

In the late 1950s I wrote altogether six small books dealing
with Chinese traditional life and customs in Singapore and Malaya,
including “Chinese Temples in Singapore”, and I am pleased to
say that all of these small books are now being republished in
two volumes (with new introductions) by the Singapore Heritage
Society.

Chinese temples and religious life were not such popular
subjects in the 1950s but nevertheless there was undoubtedly
an interest on the part of foreigners and English-educated local
Chinese in Singapore in learning about them, providing that the
material was presented in a simple unpretentious way. There were
so few books available then dealing with these subjects except a
few rather dry, academic texts gathering dust on university library
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shelves. Thus by writing about them I hoped in some small way to
close the gap between the English-educated and Chinese-educated
sections of the Chinese community. So with the encouragement of
a publisher friend, I decided to write something about what I had
seen in a simple, uncomplicated, easy-to-read style. Of course, |
realised that there were many Chinese scholars who were much
better qualified than I was to write about these things but for some
reason they were not interested in doing to in those days.

Whenever I visited temples - I visited more than a hundred
in my spare time - I always did my best to respect the temple
atmosphere and the deities enshrined in them. Usually speaking,
everyone I came into contact with was friendly and helpful though
on one or two very rare occasions, I was made to understand that
as an “ang moh” my presence was not welcome. However, this
did not bother me very much, and actually I was still able to gather
the information I wanted! Some of the temples I visited were
very old and dated back to the time of first Chinese settlement in
Singapore and are part of Singapore’s history.

Of course, I realise that some of the Chinese temples I
visited have since disappeared, such as, for instance, Fuk Tak
Chi, in Telok Anson Street, which has now been converted into
a museum-exhibition hall; the Golden Lotus Temple in Narcis
Street off Tanjung Pagar Road; the Ning Yeung Wu Kuan in South
Bridge Road, which have been relocated; and the Temple of the
Buddha who saves Souls in Narcis Street, which no longer exists.
I think, if I remember correctly, the first temple I ever visited was
the Confucian Temple in River Valley Road. I was told at the time
that this was not strictly speaking a “temple” as Confucianism
was a philosophy and not a religion, but as I saw that images of
the great Sage were being worshipped and venerated there, [ was
quite happy to consider it a temple for my purpose.

During my recent visits to Singapore, I have been greatly
indebted to Mr Victor Yue, the moderator of the Taoism-Singapore
Group, and several other good friends belonging to this Group, for
going to so much trouble and giving up so much of their time in
taking me round to visit a wide range of temples, including many
of those that I had visited half a century ago. In July this year,
Victor took me to visit the most impressive San Qing Gong Taoist
Cultural Centre and Taoist Temple in Bedok North Avenue (where
I was able to renew my acquaintance with the sage Lao Zi), which
I am sure will become one of the important religious centres in
Singapore, and I look forward very much to following its progress
and revisiting it the next time I am in Singapore.

In conclusion, from what I have observed, there seems to
be little difference in the practice of Chinese temple life and re-
ligion from what I wrote about all those years ago, and I believe
that temple life and its associated religious beliefs still have an
important part to play in present-day modern Singapore.”

Coming from an authority who has observed the evolution
of Chinese temples and practices over the last fifty years or so,
these words are not to be taken lightly.

References:
1) Interview with Dr Leon Comber, July-August 2008.

2) Monash University, Monash Asia Institute, Staff Directory, http://arts.
monash.edu.au/mai/staff/lcomber.php. Accessed: 22.01.08.

3) Victor Yue, “Jin Long Si: A long journey and it has not ended yet”,
13 July 2008 in Taoism-Singapore@yahoogroups.com.
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Do Not Act Against God's Will

Those who wish to take the world as their own,
Are impossible in my view.

Because the world is God's sacred vessel,

No one can keep it as his own.

He who takes it suffers defeat.

He who holds it loses it.

Therefore: something is going ahead,
something is following behind,

some blowing hot,

some blowing cold,

some being strong,

some being weak,

some may take things up,

some may take them down.

So, the Sage avoids excess, extravagance and arrogance.
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Chapter 30
Do Not Be Proud Of Strong Mllltary Force

Those who apply the doctrine of Tao to help the ruler will oppose
all conquest by military force.

War being so destructive will, as law of cause and effect, bring
harm to the maker.

With the station of soldiers, thorny bushes might grow, thus affecting
livelihood of farmers.

After a great war, bad years will surely follow.

Therefore a good general only applies force for the protection of
peace for the people.

A good general will not use force to carry out invasion.

After the war, he does not think it an act of glory.

Despite the effect he does not boast of this merit.

Despite the effect he does not take pride in it.

Because he considers the force so used is only a regrettable
necessity.

After the war, he does not love violence.

Things to be over-matured are to quicken decay and become old.
Violence by use of force is against the Nature or TAO.

Being not in accord with TAO, he must stop such bad ambition. rE
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