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			To the spirit of Lue Gim Gong
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			double brilliance (Lue Gim Gong)

			If I were a tree or a plant

			I would feel the soft influence of spring.

			Since I am a man. . . .

			Do not be astonished at my joy.

			—Anonymous (a.d. 1005)

			There is an ancient folktale still told in China called “Gift of the Unicorn.” The Chinese people once believed in the Ki-lin, a magical creature that looked like a pale, miniature horse with a single pearly horn in the center of its forehead. The Ki-lin appeared before China’s most important people as a blessing from the gods and could be seen only by those with great virtue and wisdom.

			In the sixth century b.c., however, Ki-lin was just a haunting memory. For hundreds of years, China’s various states had been at war with one another. Chinese leaders did not help their suffering people, and no one saw the wondrous unicorn.

			During this difficult time, a sweet, honorable woman lived by the base of a sacred mountain. She was wise and devout but very sad as she had no son.

			The Chinese people believe that to be without a son is cause for the deepest grief. Only the oldest son can worship at each family’s home altar, praying to the family’s ancestors. Only the son’s prayer, they say, keeps the ancestors’ spirits alive.

			Every household in China—from the most luxurious palace to the most humble hut—has an altar. Burning candles scented with powdered wood keeps away the darkness demons. Above the candles are hung the beautifully carved wooden tablets used for spirit worship. The spirits of Chinese ancestors govern and guide their descendents’ everyday lives, while their children provide hope for the future.

			Desperate for a son, the good Chinese woman made a pilgrimage to a holy temple on top of the sacred mountain. She planned to plead with the gods one final time. Traveling in a most favorable wind as she climbed the rocky path up the mountain, she stepped into the footprint of the magical Ki-lin.

			Suddenly, a beautiful unicorn stood before her. The Ki-lin bowed, kneeling down to drop from his mouth a piece of jade. This most precious stone of China is a gem of magic, empowering owners and bringing them good fortune. The milky green stone lay before the woman’s tired feet. She picked up the cool, smooth rock and read the tiny carving on one side:

			Thy son shall be a ruler without a throne.

			The Ki-lin vanished at once, but the woman held on to her gift. Although the world’s jade supply had long come from the mountains of China, the woman knew her stone was special, a blessing from the gods. So when she later gave birth to a son, she expected greatness.

			Named Kung Fu Tzu, or Confucius, the boy was unusually wise. He became one of China’s most influential leaders, a philosopher instead of an emperor. His teachings helped the Chinese to live better, more morally and with less warring. He ruled without a throne, and his ideas remain vital today, over two thousand years after his death.

			The writings of Confucius have long been memorized by Chinese schoolchildren. The Confucian philosophy encompasses respect for nature, one’s ancestors, and the continuity of life after death.

			The story of Ki-lin is the ancient Chinese legend of Confucius’s birth. In modern-day China, the unicorn is still regarded as a powerful omen of goodness. If a family has an extraordinarily bright son, he is called “son of the unicorn” or “gift of the unicorn,” a blessing from the gods.
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			Confucius

			Let the Prince be prince, the minister minister,

			the father father, and the son son.

			—Confucius

			In the middle of the first month of the Chinese New Year, the Feast of the Lanterns is celebrated throughout China. Vendors sell colorful paper lanterns, some painted with a boy riding on a unicorn. When you give such a lantern as a gift to a friend, you are saying: “I wish that you might have a very bright son.”

			In 1860, just such a son was born. With his glittering black eyes and sun-colored skin, the baby was a blessing to his family and their ancestors. His joyous parents named him Gim Gong, which means “double brilliance.” The Lues (in China, the last name is written first) could see that their boy was gifted, extremely intelligent, and sensitive to the natural world around him.
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