
Parable of a Chinese farmer: 

How an ancient story resonates in today's hard times  

 
For the third time now, someone has told me the parable of a Chinese farmer from 
2,000 years ago. I think that means something. Not just to me, but as a sign of our 
times. First, an instructor shared the story with my yoga class. Then a college 
professor told it during a career seminar, and last week, a minister I was interviewing 
mentioned the tale. That's a pretty diverse group. 
 
The details differ slightly, but the essence is the same: 
 
A Chinese farmer gets a horse, which soon runs away. A neighbour says, "That's bad 
news." The farmer replies, "Good news, bad news, who can say?" 
 
The horse comes back and brings another horse with him. Good news, you might say.  
 
The farmer gives the second horse to his son, who rides it, then is thrown and badly 
breaks his leg. “So sorry for your bad news," says the concerned neighbour. "Good 
news, bad news, who can say?" the farmer replies. 
 
In a week or so, the emperor's men come and take every able-bodied young man to 
fight in a war. The farmer's son is spared. Good news, of course. 
 
It's easy to understand why the ancient story of the Chinese farmer resonates now, in 
times that seem way too full of bad news. 
 
The tale of the farmer is said to be Taoist. Taoist (pronounced Dow-ist) theology 
emphasizes themes such as naturalness, peace, effortless action, detachment and 
receptiveness. The farmer's tale captures many of those. In short, it reminds people 
that it's best not to get too upset -- or attached -- to what happens to us. Even 
something that seems dark and confounding can turn out to be an opportunity, when 
looked on in hindsight. 
 
The story resonated most strongly in the career seminar I attended recently. Many 
there had lost their jobs, and the professor told them, "It might seem like bad news 
now, but you might look at it later as the best thing that ever happened." He said he 
knew scores of people for whom a job rupture turned out fortuitously -- including 
himself. 
 
It's easy to dismiss the fable as being Pollyannaish, but how many of us have had 
something not turn out the way we wanted -- only to find out that something way 
better was in store? 
 
People who grew up in the Depression suffered greatly, of course, but they learned to 
rely on family, friends and, when tested, their own ingenuity. Those skills moulded 
them into people who seem, to many of us now, much smarter about taking care of 
their money than those of us who, despite warnings, rack up credit card debt. 
 
 
 



 
…. 
 
Friends who have coped with cancer tell me that one of its gifts is that it strips all the 
petty concerns from your life, so you focus on health, family and love. 
 
Certainly, the tale of the farmer offers a palliative, which is why we hear such a story, 
then share it.But you don't have be deeply philosophical to understand that from 
where we stand now, we don't know the end of the story we're living. We don't know 
the twists and turns still to come. 
 
Sure, it's easier to be upbeat when you still have a job, when you haven't lost your 
house, when you aren't ill.But, as Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl famously said in 
"Man's Search for Meaning," when we've lost much, or even nearly everything, 
sometimes all we can choose is our attitude in the face of trials. 
 
That's why people these days keep telling each other the tale of the farmer, and it's 
why I won't roll my eyes even when I hear it again. 
 
It speaks to the truth that we never know what gifts will follow "bad news," and 
encourages us to take both good and bad as simply what happens in life. 
 
And to choose which part of our character either of those will reveal. 
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