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"In every nation he that feareth him, and worketh righteousness, is
acceptable to him." The Spirit of God is confined to no sect,
religion, race nor creed. Wherever hearts are still and aspirations
pure the vision may dawn, the voice of inspiration be heard. God
has spoken to man in many languages, and the translator of the
present work was supported throughout what was often an arduous
task by the belief that the Tao-teh-king is a message from above.
Like all ancient writings, it may have suffered at the hands of
time, but as I have endeavored to show in my notes and comments on
the text, the teaching is one which the inner consciousness of all
ages has recognized as The Truth. Though Lao-tzu's accent is his
own, it is easily seen to be but a dialect of the universal tongue.
"And I say unto you, that many shall come from the east and the
west, and shall recline with Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the
kingdom of heaven."



Many are the editions of the Tao-teh-king (vid. the list at the end
of this book), but has Lao-tzu ever really been translated? If I
have in any measure succeeded where others have failed it is
because I have built on their labors. The Chinese is difficult, and
mistakes are perhaps inevitable, but I have taken pains to reduce
these to a minimum, and with the utmost care have consulted in
detail the works of Legge, Balfour, Giles, Carus, Kingsmill,
Maclagan, Old and von Strauss during the whole of my preliminary
labors. Although unable to agree with any of these gentlemen in
their interpretations, to all I am indebted for guidance and
suggestions while working my way through the terse obscurity of the
Chinese. In the course of my researches I have consulted nearly an
equal number of native commentaries, but my chief claim to having
come nearer to Lao-tzu's meaning than my predecessors is the fact
that it requires a mystic to understand a mystic, and although I
dare not venture to number myself with the mystics, I may confess
that long before I dreamed of being presumptuous enough to endeavor
to translate Lao-tzu into my own tongue, I was accustomed to carry
his writing with me on my itineraries as a sort of spiritual
vade mecum. My present rendering of the ancient
philosopher is not so much a specimen of scholarship as the humble
offering of a disciple. The difficulties which lie across the
pathway of anyone attempting such a work may be illustrated by a
quotation from Dr. Legge's preface to the Yi King (Sacred
Books of the East), Vol. xvi: "The written characters of the
Chinese," writes this eminent scholar, "are not representations of
words, but symbols of ideas, … the combination of them in
composition is not a representation of what the writer would say,
but of what he thinks. It is vain, therefore, for a translator to
attempt a literal version.… In the study of a Chinese classical
book there is not so much an interpretation of the characters
employed by the writer as a participation of his thoughts—there is
a seeing of mind to mind." In this last sentence the Doctor has
unconsciously explained why he so signally failed in his efforts to
render Lao-tzu into English. Prof. Legge, one of the foremost
Chinese scholars of his day, was wholly Confucianist in his
sympathies, and it is a pity that so faulty a translation as is his
version of the Tao-teh-king should have obtained the prominence and
importance which it derives from its inclusion in that monumental
series, "The Sacred Books of the East."



It only remains for me to add in this connection that I have made
no attempt to accomplish the impossible and reproduce the measured
rhythm of the original, but have contented myself with rendering
the whole into as clear and concise English as I could command,
without reference to the regulated cadences in which a large part
of the Chinese has been written. Neither have I considered it worth
while entering into any technical defense of my renderings. Such
would only have been of interest to sinologues, and sinologues will
have no use for such a work as the present little book.



In his "Remains of Lao-tzu," Prof. Giles has endeavored to prove
that there is very little of the real Lao-tzu in the essay which
goes under his name. Though perhaps few scholars would follow Mr.
Giles in all his slashing criticisms—the learned doctor lacks all
the qualities necessary for the understanding of a mystical work—it
may be admitted that the shadowy and broken progression in the
development of the basic ideas of the Tao-teh-king, together with
the seemingly needless repetitions, suggest that what we have are
but the higher peaks of a submerged continent, not the entire map
of the old Mystic's scheme. The thought of the book is a buried
thought, the connections of its sentences spiritual rather than
grammatical. Divided into two parts, Part I may be described as
"metaphysical," Part II as "moral," but the division is rough and
not accurate. Were such a liberty allowable, it would be
comparatively easy to rearrange the sections into a more orderly
sequence than that which they now occupy. Perhaps the index in
front may do something to remedy the existing irregularities of the
text, while the bibliography, the most complete that has been
published, will inform the student where he can find whatever is
known of ancient Taoism, unless indeed he is able to search for
himself the enormous mass of Chinese literature dealing with the
topic.



CONFUCIANISM AND TAOISM.



In dealing with the Tao-teh-king, it is hardly possible to avoid
some reference to the sister religion, Confucianism, as it sprang
from the same soil and from among the same people. Both Lao-tzu and
Confucius appeal to pre-existing authorities. Before their day the
two systems probably formed one ideal plan for life; since then,
however, there has been a growing tendency to separate the
practical ethics of the one from the metaphysical mysticism of the
other. Yet many devout Confucianists study Lao-tzu's classic with
deep interest, but privately, and as those who read heretical
works.



Lao-tzu, like Buddha, would extirpate desire; Confucius, like the
Stoics, would ignore it. The asceticism of Lao-tzu is matched by
the self-sufficiency of Confucius, and each agrees that the desire
which ends in self is an evil. As regards cosmogony, it is
interesting to note that while the practical Confucianist has a
metaphysical explanation for the origin of the universe, the
metaphysical Lao-tzu is content to put forward his TAO as an
explanation of the whole, without attempting to say how
anything came to be.



TAO.



As for Lao-tzu's Tao, which is as untranslatable as the algebraic
x, and which von Strauss, in the thirty-third section of his
introduction to the Tao-teh-king, compares to the Sanskrit
Buddhi, it may be said that it has much in common with the
Primeval Fire or Aether of Heracleitus. The properties of mind and
matter may be attributed to both; both become transformed into the
elements; and in both the elements vanish into the primordial All,
though Lao-tzu, of course, gives us nothing like the
theologic-cosmogonical system of the Greek.



Lao-tzu presents us with the Tao under two aspects—the
undifferentiated Nameless, and the differentiated Universal Life,
in this agreeing with the Bhagavad Gita, in which we read: "There
are two Purushas in this world, the destructible and the
indestructible; the destructible (is) all beings, the unchanging
(is) called the indestructible." (xv-16.) Again, as in the
Confucian cosmogony, THE Absolute or The Unlimited is always behind
The Great Extreme from whose vibrations everything sprang, so there
lies behind the Tao, which is nameable, the Tao which cannot be
named.



THE SAGES.



Notwithstanding Lao-tzu's reverence for the mysterious, he never
sacrifices Man to the Divine. On the contrary, throughout the
Tao-teh-king, the individuality of the True Man is emphasized in
every possible way. The goal of humanity is only possible by
complete union with the Tao—the Ultimate Unity of the Universe. If
the Tao-teh-king teaches anything it certainly teaches this. Thus,
like all religions in all ages, Lao-tzu points to Yoga or union, as
the summum bonum of existence. The Perfected Men, or The
Sages, are those who have attained to this great good. "As the
branch cannot bear fruit of itself except it abide in the vine, so
neither can ye; except ye abide in me. I am the vine, ye are the
branches."



GOVERNMENT.



The weakest part of Lao-tzu's teachings may perhaps be thought to
be his utopian conceptions of a model State. Like Plato, he seems
to have thought that "until kings are philosophers, or philosophers
are kings, cities will never cease from ill," and not only like
Plato does he appear to consider the study of economics, law, or
finance as unnecessary qualifications for a legislator, but he
requires no education for the citizens of his ideal republic.
Spirituality rather than political economy is to be the basis of
this strange kingdom. Its appeals are not made to men's hopes and
fears, but to the calm passionlessness of their higher natures. Its
controlling force is not militarism, but spiritual culture. Both
rulers and people obtain all they require by the abstract
contemplation of an abstract good. Everything is reduced to the
purest simplicity. In many respects Lao-tzu's completed society
corresponds to the "natural and spiritual theocracy" which Saint
Martin of Tours describes in his " Lettre a un ami sur La
Revolution Française."



Lao-tzu loves paradox, and his sayings are frequently as
paradoxical as the Sayings in the Gospels. In his extreme
assertions as to what constitutes a perfect State he is endeavoring
to show that righteousness alone exalteth a nation, and that
whatever clouds the nation's conceptions of this is worse
than valueless. The student must never forget that Lao-tzu, being a
mystic, is no more susceptible to literal interpretation when he
deals with the concrete than is the word of Jesus, "Cast not your
pearls before swine." No absolute rule of conduct is conveyed by
this expression, yet who does not perfectly understand its meaning?
So with Lao-tzu's politics; they are physical illustrations of
spiritual truths. Lao-tzu's only concern is that the government
shall give free development to the individual spiritual life of
each citizen in the State; this secured, an autocracy might equal a
democracy. A passage in Epictetus illustrates Lao-tzu's position:
"Do this, do not this, or I will cast thee into prison—this is not
a rule for reasoning beings. But—'As Zeus has ordered so do thou
act; but if thou dost not thou shalt suffer loss and hurt.' What
hurt? None other than this—not to have done what it behooved thee
to do. Thou shalt lose faith, piety, decency—look for no greater
injury than these." So Lao-tzu reduces life to the utmost
simplicity, that nothing may interfere with the contemplation of
the Tao. The never absent presence of this Perfect Ideal in the
mind will be enough to keep the people from trespassing either in
thought, speech or action. Such an accomplishment is better than
all that the finest civilizations offer.



Here again we may observe the difference between Lao-tzu and his
contemporary, Confucius. Both were politicians, but while Confucius
would regulate the State by extra rules of conduct, multiplied
until they covered every department of life, Lao-tzu sought the
same end by the purification of the inner being. Little wonder that
when Confucius, whose field of vision was almost entirely
objective, visited Lao-tzu, who was almost as much concerned with
the subjective, he returned bewildered, and said to his disciples—I
quote Dr. Carus’s translation of the Chinese historian's record: "I
know that the birds can fly; I know that the fishes can swim; I
know that the wild animals can run. For the running, one could make
nooses; for the swimming, one could make nets; for the flying, one
could make arrows. As to the dragon, I cannot know how he can
bestride wind and clouds when he heavenwards rises. To-day I saw
Lao-Tze. Is he perhaps like the dragon?" Others, like Confucius,
may be inclined to ask the same question, but "he that hath ears to
hear, let him hear."



ETHICS.



It must not, however, be supposed that Lao-tzu's system is
non-ethical and impractical. On the contrary, in his doctrine of
non-attachment, or non-action, the old mystic supplies us with the
very essence of all morality. He holds that nature provides a
perfect example in her inactive activity. The vegetable kingdom is
Lao-tzu's ideal, and though it is not a point made in the
Tao-teh-king, I may perhaps be pardoned a digression in order to
show the appropriateness of sitting at the feet of Dame Nature, and
learning from her as she works in her vast garden. Unless man's
fussiness interferes with her plans, Nature mingles her plants and
her shrubs in the wildest and most inextricable manner. Left to
follow her own devices, as in the jungle, Nature so arranges her
plantation that nothing is separate; each plant lives in the close
embrace of its neighbor—a holy fraternity, a fitting symbol of the
oneness in diversity which characterizes mankind when viewed from
the highest planes. Only as the presence of man drives God further
from his universe does this sacred fellowship between all sorts of
plants and herbage come to an end. In the cultivated garden
everything is in order, everything is separate. It is not this,
however, which so much interests Lao-tzu as the quiet detachment of
vegetable life. It plants without seeking the fruit; it never mars
by its effort to accomplish; everything is left to develop
according to its own nature. Here Lao-tzu has an echo in Emerson.
In his essay on "Spiritual Laws," the philosopher of Concord
writes: "Action and inaction are alike. One piece of the tree is
cut for the weathercock, and one for the sleeper of a bridge; the
virtue of the wood is apparent in both." Well will it be for this
restless, weary, discontented age if it comprehend this message of
action in non-action and non-action in action which comes to it out
of the dim past, from the great Loess plains of Northwest China.



Said a greater than Lao-tzu: "So is the kingdom of God, as if a man
should cast seed upon the earth; and should sleep and rise night
and day, and the seed should spring up and grow, he knoweth not
how." "The kingdom of heaven is like unto a grain of mustard seed,
which a man took and sowed in his field; which indeed is less than
all seeds; but when it is grown it is greater than the herbs, and
becometh a tree, so that the birds of the heaven come and lodge in
the branches thereof." "The kingdom of heaven is like unto leaven,
which a woman took and hid in three measures of meal, till it was
all leavened." There is a striking similarity between these sayings
of Jesus and the teaching of the Tao-teh-king. Lao-tzu's doctrine
of non-attachment, or non-action, found its loftiest expression on
the cross on Calvary.



SUMMARY.



This, then, is the word which this ancient writing has for the
world—a life of sensation is a life of instability, a life of
non-accomplishment.



Until the "final facts of consciousness" are understood, true peace
is impossible, but when these are known, detachment from action for
the sake of action will be the result. "If any man love the world
(is attached to the sensuous) the love of the Father is not in
him."



So says the Christian mystic, John. He who has not attained to
non-attachment or non-action is a stranger to the power of the Tao;
this is the cry of the Chinese mystic, Lao-tzu.



Victor von Strauss summarizes Lao-tzu's teaching thus: "Man's moral
worth consists of what he has, not of what he does; it has respect
not only to what he is in himself, but to his influence on others.
It is what a man is which makes his acts good, and not the deeds
which make the man. The higher the moral worth of the man the less
he values his own acts, and the less likely is he to seek
justification through his works. In this way he influences his
fellows, not so much through what he does as through what he is;
not so much through his speech as through his conduct"—(
Wandel.) "But to him that worketh not, but believeth on
him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is reckoned for
righteousness."



Confucius represents the James, Lao-tzu the Paul. of Christian
theology.








Conclusion








Carlyle somewhere compares religion to an "everlasting lode-star,
that beams the brighter in the heavens the darker here on earth
grows the night around him," and it is doubtful whether but for the
degeneracy of his time we should ever have received this most
precious fragment from antiquity, known as the Tao-teh-king.
Lao-tzu, alias Lao-chün, alias Lao-tan (born B. C. 604), was one of
those God-instructed souls who, having mastered "the fortuitous in
life," stepped out from the shadow of the temporal into the clear,
serene atmosphere of the Divine.



A keeper of the records in the capital of the state of Chou, he
retired from office and from the ken of mankind because he saw how
corrupt society had become, rendering all real spirituality
impossible. Rather than become tainted by what he felt unable to
change, he put aside earthly ambition and retired from the world.
The historian says of him: "No one knows where he died." Before
leaving the haunts of men, however, he wrote the Tao-teh-king, at
the request of his friend, the Custom House Officer at the
frontier. This man's name was Yin-hsi, a name which deserves to be
recorded.



I have already referred to Confucius's opinion of his famous
contemporary. There is no proof that they met more than once, the
interviews between the two which embellish the works of Chuang-tzu,
Lao-tzu's chief disciple, being the inventions of the active brain
of that clever writer, and intended to bring the system of
Confucianism into ridicule. It is the beginning of a breach which
should never have been made.



The Tao-teh-king, or, "A Scripture of the Eternal and Its
Characteristics," was first adopted as a "canon" A. D. 666, at
which date the Emperor Kao Tsung of the T’ang dynasty gave Lao-tzu
the posthumous title, "The Supreme Monarch of the Profoundest
Mystery." Later rulers added to his honors, and legend relates
wonderful tales concerning him. His mother is said to have given
birth to him B. C. 1321, bringing him forth from her left side as
she sat under a plum tree (the name of the family was Li, or Plum).
He is said to have been then an old man, having remained for eighty
years in his mother's womb. Hence his designation, Lao-tzu, or "Old
Boy." By others he is called Lao-chün, or "Ancient Sire," or
Lao-tan, "the venerable Long Lobed," big lobes being considered a
mark of virtue. Later Taoist writings have been ascribed to him,
the compositions commencing "The Most Supreme Master saith," or
"The Supreme One saith," but there is no proof that Lao-tzu wrote
anything besides the Tao-teh-king. The other scriptures of the same
school all bear its impress written largely across their pages.



In the "Trinity of Tranquillity" of modern Taoism, which bears no
more relation to the Taoism of Lao-tzu than do the rigid Institutes
of Calvin to the teachings of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels,
Lao-tzu occupies the first place. Modern Taoism is a system of
alchemy and polytheism which regards the soul and the body as
identical in substance, and maintains that by physical discipline
their dissolution may be prevented. Lao-tzu, indeed, hinted at the
possibility of obtaining an ascendancy over matter, and to such
hints in the Tao-teh-king, and to the Confucian Yi-king, the
science of alchemy, which may be described as the germ of the
modern evolutionary theory, probably owes its birth. Born in China,
alchemy traveled to Europe via Arabia.
1 The vocabularies of the
older Eastern and the later Western schools are in many instances
similar, and the ends and methods of both appear the same. Lao-tzu,
however, was no alchemist, and for this he is satirized by the
famous Chinese poet, Pei-chu-yi (A. D. 772-846). He is ever
speaking of the Tao and its energies, says the poet; throughout his
five thousand words (the Tao-teh-king contains 5,320 characters) he
says naught of transmutations or genii, but only prates about
reaching heaven. The old mystic was indeed incapable of conceiving
anything but the purest spirituality, whereas his more
materialistic successors have made his slight hints at the powers
of occultism the foundations of a scheme for mastering the protean
powers of transmutation, which, whatever may be said of their
European confrères, would, as far as it is possible to form an
opinion, seem to have objects which can only be described as
selfish.



The other two members of the Trinity of which Lao-tzu is now the
chief are the mythical P’an-ku, the First Being brought into
existence by cosmogonical evolution, whose breath became the wind;
whose voice is the thunder; whose left eye is the sun; whose right
eye is the moon, etc.; and Yü Huang Shang-ti, a magician named
Chang, who raced another magician, named Lu, up to heaven. Both
rode dragons, and Chang won. Some Western scholars think that
Lao-tzu also is a myth, a mere creation of the imagination. The
materials for an exhaustive examination of the matter are not at
hand, but no Chinaman has ever doubted that the Tao-teh-king was
the genuine production of a genuine sage named Lao-tan or Lao-tzu,
and written just before he left China forever, through the Han-ku
Pass.



It may be added that the Tao-teh-king is the only Taoist book which
the Chinese Buddhists esteem. They relate a legend to the effect
that one of the Buddhist Emperors of China, in order to test the
relative divinity of the two religions, ordered each sect to pile
their books on an altar and burn them. The Buddhist scriptures
would not burn, but the Taoist writings quickly flamed up at the
application of the torch. Much alarmed, the Taoist priests in
attendance tried to snatch their precious manuscripts from the
fire, but they only pulled out one, the Tao-teh-king.



Elsewhere I have written 2
that "at about the time when Lao-tzu lived a wave of spiritual
enlightenment appears to have swept over the world. Especially in
Asia was there a general movement towards higher and clearer
thought. In Hindostan and in Persia, as well as in China, religious
revolutions were in progress. The exact date of Lao's birth, like
most of the facts of his life, is shrouded in obscurity, but most
generally received opinion is that he first saw the light during
the early part of the sixth century before Christ. Dr. Ernest Faber
alone gives an earlier date. Confucius was born 550 B. C.,
Pythagoras forty or fifty years earlier. Thales, the first of the
seven wise men of Greece, was born in 639 or 636 B. C., and two or
three years later, Solon. The reformation in Iran, or ancient
Persia, connected with the name of Zoroaster or Zerduscht, was
probably contemporaneous. Buddha arose in India a little later, and
the Hebrew prophets of the captivity enriched the same age."



This brief introduction, which might easily have been expanded into
a volume, may well be closed with a few appreciations of Lao-tzu
from some of the many Oriental scholars who have studied his pages.



Victor von Strauss says of Lao-tzu's work that it Contains "a grasp
of thought, a height of contemplation, a purity of conception in
the things of God, such as we seek in vain anywhere in
pre-Christian time, except in the Jewish Scriptures."



Says Dr. Paul Carus: "Lao Tsze was one of the greatest men that
ever trod our earth." "One of the most remarkable thinkers of
mankind." "The Tao-Teh-King is an indispensable book, and no one
who is interested in religion can afford to leave it unread."



"The plan of the Tao Teh King," says Dr. Edkins, "is to begin with
the absolute and to unfold in obscure language, so as to do
something to teach in broad outlines and with a few touches the
mystery of the universe." "He is," says the doctor, "the greatest
of Chinese philosophers." ( Vide "Ancient Symbolism," by
J. Edkins, D.D.)



Rev. John Chalmers, A.M., D.D., shows in his introduction to his
translation of Lao-tzu's work that the philosopher "penetrated
about as deeply into the mystery of the universe as the famous
German metaphysician" Schelling, while M. Abel-Remusàt contends
that the doctrines commonly attributed to Pythagoras, Plato, and
their disciples, are to be found in Lao-tzu.



Georg von der Gabelentz, of Leipzig, describes the Tao-teh-king as
"one of the most eminent masterpieces of Chinese literature, one of
the profoundest philosophical books the world has ever produced,
and one the authenticity of which has been least contested in his
fatherland and even in the circle of European sinologues."



Mr. Samuel Johnson, in his Oriental Religions (pp.
862-865), writes of the Tao-teh-king in the following strain: "It
is a book of wonderful ethical and spiritual simplicity, and deals
neither in speculative cosmogony nor in popular superstitions.… It
is in practical earnest, and speaks from the heart and to the
heart. Its religion resembles that of Fenelon or Thomas à Kempis,
combined with a perceptive rationality of which they were not
masters."



The above opinion of Mr. Johnson's is quoted in Dr. William's
Middle Kingdom (Vol. ii, p. 211). Dr. Williams, who has
himself a less high opinion of Lao-tzu's worth, says, nevertheless,
that Lao-tzu is "no more responsible for the subsequent
organization and vagaries of the sects of Taoism down to the
present time than the New Testament is for the legends of monkery
or the absurdities of mystics."



Dr. James Legge agrees. "The Taoism of the present day," writes
this eminent scholar, "is a system of the wildest polytheism. The
science and religion of the West will meet from it a most
determined opposition. The 'Venerable Philosopher' himself would
not have welcomed them. The shrieking of our steam engines, the
bustle of our commerce, and the onward march of our various
enterprises would have nearly driven him mad; but he ought not to
bear the obloquy of being the founder of the Taoist religion."



With this I take farewell of our ancient teacher, China's grandest
Old Man, of whom his countrymen have never shown themselves worthy.
Nevertheless, as Mr. Ball says in Things Chinese (p. 671):
"In this Lao-tsz, the founder of Taoism, we have one of those men
whose writings, life, and reputed actions have exerted an untold
influence on the course of human life in this world, but of whom
the world, during his lifetime, took so little account that all
that is authentically known about him may be summed up in a few
lines."



May this renewed effort to increase the range of the Old Chinese
Mystic's influence, distribute to others some of the quiet peace
which the study of his work has brought to the translator.



Peace be to all Beings.
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