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Serving Virtue at the Table: Finding Ways to Integrate Ren into Daily Life 

I look at the clock as I punch out: almost one o'clock in the morning. I step out into the 

brisk night, and realize I forgot my scarf. What a day! I have a long commute ahead of me, and I 

cringe when I think of my the homework that awaits me. I reflect on my day: the couple who 

refused to acknowledge me when I greeted them; the lady who sent her food back three times; the 

party of fifteen guests that I split with my teammate and left $10 on a $300 food bill; and how 

could I forget, the family that stiffed me on my tip all together. I count my money and I'm 

infuriated by how little I made. I hate people, but only because they hate me. I run around, 

provide excellent service, and in return, I am under tipped and underappreciated. I am so unhappy 

at this job. 

Virtues offer a means to improve our quality of life, and with practice, can result in a 

significant, moral lifestyle that not only fulfills us but also impacts others in a positive way. Of 

the five Confucian virtues, the one that resonates with me the most is Ren- benevolence and love. 

This virtue has been critical in various aspects of my life, and has allowed me to live in the 

present more meaningfully. It has helped me examine how my day-to-day work in the hospitality 

industry can become a productive context for this kind of meditation. Through the lens of a 

restaurant waiter, I will share my views on this cardinal virtue, present the difference it can make 

when practiced in the workplace, and the larger implications it plays in my life. 

As a waiter, I have endured long hours, high stress, low pay and lack of benefits. It's not 

an ideal career choice. For me, it is a means to an end, and a way to bolster my efforts towards a 

better life. It is a stepping stone that provides flexibility while I put the bulk of my time and 

energy into my education. It is, however, a job that provides a new perspective, especially in a 



country like the United States where the service industry is prominent everywhere we go; from 

the sales associate at the department store, to extra courteous teller at the bank and of course -

every time we go out to eat - it is important that we know that people are in those positions to 

serve us, but it doesn't make them our servants. They way we treat others should reflect the 

respect they offer us in these interactions. This applies when considering the Golden Rule, and 

how efficiently society would operate if we all employed this knowledge. According to the 

Stanford Encyclopedia ofPhilosophy,"Confucius' social philosophy largely revolves around the 

concept of Ren, compassion or loving others" (Riegel 6). He was an advocate for the Golden 

Rule: What you do not wish for yourself, do not do onto others. 

I fmd the reward of incorporating this virtue into my daily activities in the peace of mind 

that it provides. In the Doctrine of the Mean, Confucius writes, "[The Gentleman] ... seeks for 

nothing from others, so that he has no dissatisfactions. He does not murmur against Heaven, nor 

grumble against men" (136). Confucius presents "The Gentleman" as the gold standard that we 

should all strive for, acting selflessly, in hopes of creating a utopian society. He interprets the 

expectation we place on others as a source of dissatisfaction, one that can potentially lead to 

speaking ill of them. It may build up into bitterness and unhappiness. For example, in my line of 

work, servers tend to feel entitled to a certain tip amount. If twenty percent of the total food bill 

is not received, it can eclipse an otherwise positive guest interaction. I've learned over time to 

eliminate this expectation and to not take tip amounts or negative customer interactions 

personally. This, in tum, allows me to get to know the people I serve without prejudice of tipping 

habits and allows me to build relationships with great people. 



Practicing the Ren virtue is important because it is the core of human relationships. Irene 

Bloom, Professor at Columbia University, interprets it as "humaneness or humanity." She goes to 

to describe the Ren character: "[It] is made up of two parts: On the left is the element that means 

a person or a human being. On the right the element that represents the number two. So, Ren has 

a sense of a person together with others. A human being together with other human beings, a 

human being in society." Without considering the humanity in our everyday interactions, or 

putting aside our self-interest to interpret the good in others, we lack the basic foundation to form 

successful, mutually beneficial relationships. 

Furthermore, "the connotation of Ren manifests itself in the connected human feelings and 

interrelated sufferings between human beings as well as between substances and spirit, that is, the 

general sympathy and sense of justice in society" (cultural-china.com). Reflecting on the virtue of 

Renin the workplace allows me to connect to my co-workers' struggle with the working 

conditions without passing judgement on their less than ideal attitudes towards customers. Since 

we experience interrelated sufferings, I can respect their point of view and remain empathetic to 

their struggles. By the same token, I connect to the struggles faced by my customers. It's 

frustrating having to pay for dinner, a tax, and a high gratuity on top. Money isn't the only way to 

show gratitude, but the hospitality industry structures it this way. A sense of justice in society 

leads me to believe that rather than becoming bitter at my clients, I can advocate for an increase in 

a sever's minimum wage. I am a supporter of the recent trend among NYC restaurants that are 

switching to no-tipping policies. In an effort to build meaningful, lasting relationships with 

patrons, restaurants are paying wait staff a consistent rate out of their own pockets. This shifts 



the dynamics of the guest-staff interaction a more positive and genuine one. It also provides 

servers a living wage, which they can count on to pay their bills. 

One of the of the obstacles of practicing the virtue of Ren include treating everyone with 

benevolence even when they do not reciprocate that treatment. Sometimes it's difficult not 

construct a prejudice against a group of people, especially after multiple negative experiences. At 

the restaurant, these are usually tourists from countries who share a different dining etiquette, or 

whose tipping practices are not as significant as in the U.S. In theory, I always deliver the same 

quality of service, regardless of the guest. After a long shift though, it can be difficult. They way 

I deal with this is by reminding myself that I cannot only treat with care those who are 

like-minded to my beliefs. Otherwise, I would exclude a large number of people. "The second 

Confucian transformation of Ren consists precisely in the continuous opening out of the 

consciousness of the same kind, with a view to integrating the whole of humanity" (Wang 484). 

We can't pick and choose who to treat well and who to be indifferent about, especially based on a 

predicted outcome. Therefore, it's better to focus on the people directly in front of us and 

demonstrating care and compassion in that moment, rather than thinking about how they will 

express their gratitude. 

My goal is to lead by example and practice the virtues that will dictate the man I will 

become in every capacity. Money and success tend to magnify the person we are at our core, so 

it's important to start practicing these virtues now, with those who are the closest to us. In 

retrospect, the love and support I have received from those closest to me, and those not so close 

to me, are truly the propelling force that have brought me to this moment, in this city, with all the 

opportunities that lay in front of me. It is because of this reason that I constantly check myself to 



make sure that this virtue is one I practice in everything that I do, even in something as menial as 

waiting tables. 

I punch out at half past midnight. I forgot my scarf but tuck my neck into my sweater and 

the cold isn't so bad. I take in the sights around me as I wait for my train: the cute baby in the 

stroller whose hat is three sizes too big, the affectionate couple making out by the pole, the man 

zoning the world out with his headphones. I smile at the tourists who muster up the courage to 

ask me which direction this train is heading. I think about my homework due tomorrow and thank 

God for coffee, because it's going to be a long night. As I head home, I chuckle as I replay my 

day in my head: the couple failed to acknowledge me when I greeted them because they were so 

engrossed in their menu since they spoke very little English; the lady who was particular about 

the way her steak was cooked, and asked me to send it back twice she couldn't help to smile at 

the perfect piece of meat I placed in front ofher; the foreign family who was thrilled by my 

service and tipped poorly, but taught me a few words in their language; and the family who had to 

leave in a hurry because they were running late and forgot to tip. I count my money, and even 

though it's less than usual, I smile because I interacted with some very interesting characters. I 

count my blessings, tomorrow is a new day, but today I'm happy to have a job that gives me the 

opportunity to meet people from all over the world, even if it's only as their waiter. Life is good 

today. 
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