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Something led you to this book. What was it? Was it the catchy title?  Do you already have a bunch of books on self-actualization, self-help, Taoism, philosophy, or psychology, and are you wanting to add to your collection? Are you a spiritual writer or reader and looking to critique another book? Is this book the beginning of your journey?  Are you looking for happiness?  Do you want the magic answer? 

I have a confession.  You will not find the one single secret to happiness in this book, or probably will not find the “magic cure” in this - or any other book written by humans.  The road that you travel will still be rough, you will still face the stresses of life with the certainty that bad things in the world will continue to happen. Why not just throw this book away (or delete it)? 

Before you decide to toss this book, allow me to inform you that even though you may not find the secret of life, at least not by way of merely reading this book, instead you may discover that this book can be a significant part of your journey.  

I don’t claim that this is a great book, nor even a good one.  This book is what it is. You will be the one that makes this a good book, or even a great book.  You will ponder the concepts presented here and then add to them with your own thoughts. You will make this book be of great value by using the philosophy in a way that allows you to take moments in life and then start seeing the past, present, and future in a different light, meanwhile committing to be in the here-&-now in a more present and meaningful way. 

If you have already become familiar with every concept presented here by reading every philosophy book, spiritual book, etc. and you find this book to be just boring old news, that is fine too. Maybe you came across this book because you needed to hear these things again.  Take what you need and leave the rest. 

To some, the concepts presented in this book may sound familiar. Why? The reason this information sounds familiar is because most, if not all, modern self-help, psychology, philosophy, and spiritual development books do not contain new ideas, but are presenting ideas derived from philosophies and religions that are ancient. The concepts in these new books, along with all the new “scientific breakthrough” websites, are usually presenting rehashed information (that has been around for quite a long while), being rebranded for a new generation.  Does this mean the ideas are invalid in today’s modern society? It is not a bad thing that ancient wisdom holds true today.  We need the same philosophical wisdom to guide us in these times, as it did to those people facing different stressors long ago. 

Where did all this wisdom come from?  The wisdom came from the great mystery. I (and Lao Tzu) call that mystery the Tao, but you can call it God, the Universe, whatever. Ancient philosophers, mystics and pious spiritual figures gained this wisdom and had described it in their written works.  In this modern age, you get glimpses of the mysteries and philosophical insights in many places, such as self-help books, modern psychological theories, company slogans, bumper stickers, and even in memes on social media!  

I also want to inform you that I intentionally made this book short and concise. I personally struggle getting through large books.  Therefore, I wanted to present this book as a brief roadmap.  

If you have not read the Tao Te Ching by Lao Tzu, I would encourage you to do so.  There are many good translations, I hope that you find one that speaks to you and then dive in.  It was my goal to present concepts in a way so as not to do yet another line-by-line interpretation or add another version of the Tao Te Ching to the saturated market.  

I am on a journey just as you are.  I enjoyed a long career as a psychologist, meanwhile I also enjoyed teaching as a Judo Sensei.  I have always had “my fingers in several pies”.  I have also been an artist, digital artist, web-designer, bicyclist, woodworker, musician, and more recently as a law enforcement officer. I have been studying philosophy and spirituality for a long time as well. Since most of my career life was spent as a psychologist and Judo teacher, you will find my way of explaining Taoism done in the light of my background. 

I, just as you probably have, experienced suffering in my life (I will not go into detail now, but let’s just say that my life hasn’t been easy). I have had those personal phone calls in the middle of the night. The calls that left me worrying about a family member who was in distress (or in trouble), and the phone calls that shook me to the core by informing me of some tragedy such as the death of a loved one – which has happened too many times in my life.  

At some point we all experience suffering. Life is a great teacher, not always a kind one, but if you listen and look, you may hear and see some things that you might not have otherwise noticed.
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​~ 1 ~ Life is what it is
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We are not always in the driver’s seat of life.  Life happens the way that it unfolds, whether or not we like it. It is human nature to have desire and attempt to control our situations through planning, problem solving, and doing what we can to try to get through it all unscathed.  Yet, life doesn’t always work out the way we plan. When things fall apart, which they will, it does little good to blame ourselves, because whether we have been kind or unkind, life will still storm down upon us. 

You may be thinking “what a depressing way to start out a book!”.  We need to be reminded that we are often powerless in many situations. Life brings us situations that we may find desirable, yet life also throws at us some situations that are very difficult to cope with.  A client of mine referred to this (with a term that I have adopted), as “the cosmic 2x4” – we never know when the board of life will strike and hit us on the head.  

We often spend too much of our time trying to have things go our way, trying to control the things which may be partially or maybe even entirely out of our control.  Our desire to control the people and situations around us is the reason that there are so many books and information out there about “dealing with your out of control teenager”, “handling your difficult boss”, “finding that career that you love”, “making tons of money”, “dealing with a terminal illness”, “coping with a loss”, “curing your illness”, etc.  Even though these materials may help us get “unstuck” from some jams, or at least provide some useful strategies, the reality is that sometimes we must face the fact that many of the things that are happening to us, are out of our control. 

There is good news. You may not be able to control what happens around you but... Wait a minute, you think that you know what I am going to say next, right?  You expect me to say that you can control yourself. You might even be expecting me to say some message that you can change your thinking and everything else will fall into place.  Really?  Is it that easy? No, I am not going to give you that message.

Quite frankly, I was sick of hearing fellow therapists tell their clients that if they change their thinking, they could find happiness in any given situation.  Do they not see that the preadolescent girl who is living with her uncle (because her parents died) is probably going to struggle to be happy while living with an emotionally abusive uncle every night, in a house that doesn’t have running water?

The bad news is that life circumstances will impact us with suffering. However, in contrast to the Buddhist notion that “life is suffering”, the Taoist in me is going to balance this potentially negative story by giving you some good news, and the good news is that most of us can improve our quality of life. This change in quality of life will require some philosophical changes as well as new behaviors on our part regarding how we view the world, how we see ourselves (including our own thoughts) in it, and how we react to life as it unfolds around us.  

We can learn some wisdom from Taoist philosophy about how to do actions that will help us achieve some peaceful balance that will contrast against some of the crud that shows up in our lives, and this new way of being can help us prevent engaging in actions that further the mess.  

However, before I discuss more details about how we can potentially improve our quality of life, let me go back to the point of this chapter - life is what it is.  

Gripping too tightly

While teaching Judo, I have noticed that many participants, including some advanced judoka (Judo participants), make the mistake of gripping too tightly, choosing not to let go of a chosen grip, and not switching to a new body area to grip onto when it is needed to maintain balance or disrupt the balance of one’s opponent.  Likewise, in our lives in general, we tend to make the same kind of mistake, we don’t let go of our rigidly held grip on certain ideals, views, things, talents, status, and roles, even when it is no longer productive to do so – and we get thrown by life.

This “gripping too tightly” to aspects of our life will eventually result in extra pain when we lose that person, thing, ability, or ideal that we are gripping too tightly to (or when that person, situation, thing, or ideal goes in a completely different direction than what we were expecting).  

Sometimes it may be worth it to us to grip tightly to something (or someone), however we must realize that when we do, we should be willing to accept the risk of the inevitable pain that will follow when whatever it is that we are gripping to, is taken from us. 

In life, we can push against it, but the result is that we may open ourselves up to really getting “thrown”. 

Most of us need balance.  Some of us yield too much, allowing others to walk all over us, so to speak.  Some others of us spend most of our time operating in a highly defensive mode and push others away from our grasp.  

We may not be able to have control over all the external events happening in our lives that many books would have us to believe, yet that doesn’t mean there isn’t room for us to do things differently. That is why you are here, now. 

What are you doing? – Self Limiting Factors
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