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Introduction



Welcome to the journey. This book is my invitation to you to join me in walking day by day along the path of the Tao Te Ching (Dao De Ching). This classic of Chinese wisdom poetry, written almost 2,600 years ago, is one of the most loved and widely translated books in human history. Its author is traditionally considered to be Lao-tzu, a Chinese sage who lived during the fifth century BCE. Scholars enjoy debating whether or not Lao-tzu actually authored the Tao Te Ching. Some contend that it is a compilation of the wisdom of several authors. I am not particularly concerned with this issue for the purposes of this book. Whoever the author or authors were, they have my everlasting gratitude.


For me, Lao-tzu’s book has been much more than a beautiful collection of Chinese wisdom poetry. I have found it to be a Tao—which can be translated as “path”—that has opened for me the experience of life in all its beauty and all its pain. It has been a path for me into the territory of awareness, awakening, and living in the present moment. It has gently guided me to see how my conditioned mental habits restrict me, distract me, and cause me unnecessary suffering. Countless others, across the centuries, have found wisdom and guidance in this path. For this practice I offer Lao-tzu, whoever he was, my deepest thanks.


Walking the Tao


The only step necessary on this walk with the Tao is the one before you at this moment. In fact, this is the only step possible for you. All the other steps along the way are theoretical and will not be real until they, too, lie directly in your path. I am still walking along this same journey and I offer you the companionship of my words in the hopes that they may be of some guidance to you. The walk itself, however, is yours alone to walk.


As you proceed day by day, you will be encountering the Tao Te Ching in a piecemeal manner. Each line is taken from a chapter (noted in parentheses) and presented as a stand-alone thought. This can be confusing, and it might be helpful to have a translation of the Tao Te Ching available. The translation I am using in this volume (at the back of the book) is my own, taken from the book A Path and a Practice, published by Hachette Books. No matter the translation, the text of the Tao Te Ching is not a linear text. It does not set out its premises at the beginning and then build and expand on them in a logical progression. Each chapter is a small piece of poetry that looks at a slice of life from the perspective of Lao-tzu’s philosophy. It can be frustrating for those of us who are conditioned to assume that, in order to be helpful, books must be orderly and linear.


Yet life is not orderly. We perceive that life unfolds in a linear fashion because our brain processes it one moment after another. But life itself is actually an infinitely complex dance in which we participate, but of which we catch only limited glimpses. It is filled with twists, turns, backtracks, rest stops, and steep grades. Just when we think we can’t climb another step, the trail opens up to a restful meadow. Just as we are relaxing along a babbling brook, a canyon appears and the trail plunges into shadow and danger. It is an ever-changing path and each moment is new. Lao-tzu’s book has these same characteristics. As you walk the daily walk, keep this in mind. Each day is new, but the basic themes repeat.


Direct Experience


Lao-tzu was neither a priest nor a follower of any religious belief system. He was a patient observer of the flow of life. He watched the wind move the clouds across the sky and the rain soak the earth. He watched rivers flow through wide valleys and tumble down mountain canyons. He watched the crane stand patiently by the lakeside, waiting on one leg until the water cleared to reveal a fish. He considered the contentment of the turtle sitting in the mud. He observed crops flourish one year and fail the next. He watched the seasons come and go. He saw the wonder of all things rising and falling, coming and going, living and dying. He came to understand that life cannot be captured by words and concepts. It can be talked about. It can be thought about. But it cannot be truly fathomed. It can only be experienced.


The legends that surround the formation of the Tao Te Ching illustrate Lao-tzu’s reluctance to put his teachings into written words. One such legend speaks of a time when he became so fed up with the politics of repression in the China of his day that he got on his ox and left the country. But the border guard would not let him leave until he wrote down his wisdom for all to share. Lao-tzu said, “If I write it down, it will no longer be the Tao.” Nevertheless, the guard would not let him leave until he wrote something. So he dismounted his ox, sat in the shade of a tree, and in one afternoon wrote the short text of poetic wisdom that resonates to the present day.


This legend illustrates that this path is not one of abstract philosophy. It is a way of looking at the processes of life as they actually are, not as we think they are. It is a path that must be walked moment by moment, not discussed in endless words. Yet using thoughts and words to make sense of our experience is what we humans do. It is part of our nature. Lao-tzu uses words in short poetic stanzas so they might serve as guides and gateways to direct experience rather than as mere abstractions and distractions. This sometimes frustrates our Western conditioning under which we have come to expect things to be fully explained without ambiguity or paradox.


Directly experiencing life is not something we do easily. By the time we are adults, our experience is mediated through filters that provide a constant commentary about our life but that ignore the thing itself. We come to believe that life is what we see on a screen. This process is so deeply conditioned in most of us that we don’t even notice it. We wander day after day with our minds spinning an endless stream of thoughts, judgments, hopes, fantasies, critiques, and plans all mixed with a babel of advertising jingles and fragments of YouTube videos.


Lao-tzu suggests that this mediated experience is not the same as actual life. At the same time, he does not totally discount the conceptual thinking process. We make a certain kind of sense out of life through the use of categories, thoughts, and words. But these must be seen as gateways to life, not life itself.


Present Moment


Living in the present moment is an essential component of this path. There is no place to go except here. There is no one to be except who you are right now. This is difficult to grasp. As soon as we actually turn to the present moment, a thought arises that casts our attention toward some future event or to something in the past. It is almost as if the present moment is too frightening to actually experience. An internal voice suggests that we are in too much physical or emotional pain. It hints that we really don’t have the capacity to directly face this moment. It then presents an alternative from the countless diversions and distractions available.


We may also notice a voice that tells us, “If you live in the present moment, you will stop all forward progress. You will just drift through life.” This voice makes suggestions for self-improvement, indicating that, “Some later day you will have things arranged so the present moment will be acceptable. Until then, keep on striving!”


Other voices suggest that the present moment is impractical, naive, selfish, lazy, or impossible. They present the usual daydreams, fantasies, and mental babble to keep us distracted and unconscious. Thus, such a simple-sounding thing as “living in the present moment” can actually be quite a challenge. Lao-tzu noticed this same difficulty and gently offers other themes throughout his little book to support and encourage this practice of “the present moment.”


Opposites


This walk does not eliminate the uncomfortable, the painful, or any of the things and qualities we have learned to call “negative.” It would be more popular if it promised to eliminate these things. Instead, it promises that we will learn to see the polarities of life in an entirely different way. It affirms that polarity is essential to the fabric of existence. The mysterious world of quantum physics reveals this basic truth. The electron with its “negative” charge and the proton with its “positive” charge exist within the atom in perfect balance. Without this fundamental “yin and yang” of atomic structure, nothing would exist.


Our basic perception of existence is that of polarities: here and there, us and them, up and down, love and fear, joy and sorrow, life and death. We naturally prefer those things that seem “positive”; therefore, much of our life is spent trying to experience them in isolation from their “negative” complements. This impossible task only increases our fear and frustration. No matter how hard we try to make it otherwise, rising always gives way to falling, having always gives way to losing, and life always gives way to death.


Walking this path expands our vision and gives us a vantage point where we see all these polarities contained within a greater space. Life gives way to death, but death turns and makes way for life. We don’t waste energy challenging the processes of life and instead work in cooperation with them. The negative becomes the doorway to the positive. The positive is fully enjoyed without clinging. We become capable of experiencing the whole of life rather than just the parts we prefer. Our life is not limited by our fears. Freedom becomes a permanent quality of life available anywhere, anytime.


Acceptance


Acceptance is courageous attention turned to the nature of things as they truly are, not as we wish them to be. This kind of attention enables our natural wisdom and energy to work effectively with the given circumstances. It allows us to avoid the twin traps of hiding our head in the sand while events roll over us and making things worse and wearing ourselves out by frenetic and ineffective activity. Acceptance allows us to fully understand events and circumstances so that we can participate in life with freedom and joy. We become as patient as a still pond yet powerful as a rushing river.


Our conditioning will insist that, if we accept life as it is, it will never change. We will become the passive victims of fate. In fact, Lao-tzu insists, just the opposite is true. Without a deep and courageous acceptance of the “is-ness” of life, our actions become distorted by our need to impose our opinions, ideas, and solutions on life without understanding the true nature of things. We then stand outside of situations and attempt to fix them from this vantage point. This approach has never worked and it never will. Nonacceptance keeps patterns intact. Acceptance sets us free.


Universal


Lao-tzu is distrustful of formal religion and does not talk about belief systems. He does not advocate the esoteric form of Taoist religion that was prevalent in the China of his time—a Taoism of magic, rituals, and beliefs. His path stands outside such practices and asks nothing from those who follow it except that they pay attention. It does not present rules and doctrines to which one must assent. It presents only observations of the way the Tao seems to work in everyday life and encourages us to follow the same pattern in our lives.


This path is available to persons of any religious tradition or of no tradition. It does not require that we give up rituals, nor does it require that we adopt any. Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, and atheists are all equally welcome. There are no “people of the Tao” who are set apart from any other people. Everything and everyone in the cosmos are expressions of the Tao. Everyone emerges from the Tao and everyone is contained within the Tao.


The only distinction Lao-tzu would make is the observation that those who practice mindful attention to the ways of the Tao will experience the contentment, freedom, and joy that come from understanding oneself to be a part of life in all its mystery and wonder. It is as if someone within us draws a huge, even infinite, circle that takes in everything that is and then says, “To this I belong!”


True Nature


In these pages I use phrases such as “conditioned thinking” and “conditioning” to refer to that part of our self-identity that arises from our need to find safety and belonging within our families, communities, societies, and world. Our brain naturally processes information in a discrete manner, separating an almost infinite array of sensory input into separate categories of “this” and “that.” After a few years of this process, we develop a sense of ourselves as a “self,” as one more “this” separate from all the other “thats.” The concern for the survival and well-being of this conditioned self creates a life of fear, tension, resistance, and suffering.


There is nothing wrong with this process. It is part of life. The problem arises, says Lao-tzu, when we mistake this conditioned self for our true nature, when we believe that this is who we really are rather than just a limited way of seeing ourselves. This is a necessary stage of our development, but a stage that must be transcended in order to experience the full freedom life has to offer.


Lao-tzu uses the character p’u, which literally means “uncarved block,” to indicate the part of our nature that is not conditioned. It is our original or true nature. It exists outside of our ego structures and stands apart from all our conditioned fears. Within our true nature, change, loss, pain, separation, and death all take their turns as our life unfolds but are not overlaid with a blanket of fear and resistance.


This is not a “self-improvement” path. Our true nature does not need improvement. Our conditioned mind gravitates toward self-improvement programs because they ensure that there will always be a “self” to improve. Paradoxically, as we discover our true nature, the peace and joy that self-improvement programs promise actually appear. This peace and joy, however, is no longer dependent on the fragile foundation of self-effort. Peace and joy arise because they are integral to our true nature. We are not making ourselves into some sort of spiritual ideal. We are discovering who and what we already truly are.


Letting Go


Because we feel we are somehow separate from life, we conclude that our safety and well-being are dependent on our ability to control our circumstances. When we try to control circumstances, we separate ourselves from those circumstances to such a degree that we end up bringing ourselves and others misery instead of the promised safety. Lao-tzu teaches us to let go. We let go of the belief that control is possible. We let go of the notion that control will keep us safe. We let go of the countless conditioned beliefs that promise safety and happiness but end up causing anxiety and suffering. We eventually let go of the ideas of who we are as separate egos.


Growing an ego is part of the human condition. But this path suggests that this development might be just one stage of human development rather than its end product. Developing a cocoon is a natural and essential part of being a caterpillar. But the time comes when the cocoon softens, wears out, and opens up. What if this is the case for all the opinions, possessions, and ego identities that we think are so necessary? What if, when the cocoon of ego softens, instead of the feared abyss we find a butterfly?


Flexibility


Lao-tzu often uses water as a symbol for the power of flexibility. All water on earth has its origins in the ocean. From the ocean it rises to the clouds, drifts across the sky, and begins its return to the ocean. Sometimes it falls directly onto the ocean. Sometimes it falls on land and makes its way back to the ocean through streams, lakes, and rivers. Whatever water meets along the way, it embraces. Yet nothing stops it from returning. It does not ask if it is taking the “right” path to its home. It knows that all paths are paths of return. It is patient, powerful, and irresistible. Obstacles are never a problem. It will flow around, cascade over, seep under, wear away, or evaporate and fall on the other side of any obstacle.


Our conditioning will characterize flexibility as wishy-washy, indecisive, weak, and ineffective. Our mental habits insist that the best way of meeting obstacles is to resist, fight, defeat, and destroy whatever blocks us from our goals. On this path, however, we do not need to fight and destroy. We will overcome any seeming obstacle in the same manner water overcomes—patience and flexibility. The ultimate success of our journey is assured; therefore, we relax and allow ourselves to fully embrace and understand our current situation that seems to be an obstacle. As we understand, we flow naturally to the next appropriate step. Our rigidity dissolves and we smoothly accomplish whatever is necessary.


Effortless


Lao-tzu makes extensive use of the character combination wu wei, which literally means “not doing.” This phrase implies pure action in the present moment without any accompanying resistance, second-guessing, or worry. We just “do what we do.” The more awareness we bring to the present moment, the more wu wei is possible. Wu wei can take the form of relaxed and patient waiting or energetic action.


Wu wei is not passive, though it may sometimes seem that way when its wisdom indicates relaxed stillness in the midst of the frantic conditioned messages that say, “Hurry, hurry, hurry, do something!” Wu wei waits in stillness until the time is right. Then, energetic action flows like a rushing river and we accomplish the task with energy but without strain.


With wu wei, we are not being constantly drawn off into past memories or future fantasies. We are focused on the moment and we know intuitively just what to do without second-guessing. We become expansive and creative. We take into account a multitude of factors without being overloaded. Thoughts arise and pass away without distracting us from the task of the moment. Life flows.


Stillness


Taoist stillness is a simple practice. It requires no special equipment, atmosphere, or preparation. It can be helpful to have a comfortable chair or cushion, but it is not necessary. Many people enjoy standing stillness. Stillness is the simple cultivation of the ability to be in a restful but alert state of consciousness wherever we are.


Stillness is not a way of creating altered states of consciousness. In fact, most of modern life is spent in altered states of consciousness created by the cacophony of media. Stillness is the practice of returning to an unaltered state. We simply sit or stand quietly and pay attention to the way the breath enters and leaves the body. We allow our thoughts to go wherever they will and we gently return our attention to our breath and cease to follow the thoughts.


We are not trying to change anything. We are simply watching and understanding how our mind works and how it sees and interprets events. We gradually understand how we have been conditioned to resist, distract, divert, worry, plan, and in general avoid actually living our lives. As we see this process, we learn to return again and again to the present moment by simply noticing our breath.


Stillness may be uncomfortable at first. Our mind has been creating turmoil for decades and stopping to pay attention to it is, at first, not much fun. But eventually stillness becomes a primary strategy for keeping our attention peaceful and centered in the moment. We learn to be still because, in stillness, we find that we actually wake up to our lives.


The Next Step


No matter how vast the chasm between where we feel we are and where we sense we are going, the only action we can ever take is the one simple step that lies in front of us right in this moment. No matter how complex the journey seems, we only need to know to take the next small step, then the next one, then the next.


Let’s Begin


Our way of walking this path together will be to consider one or two lines of Lao-tzu’s poetry each day. We will let these lines resonate in our minds for the entire day and see what effect they might have on our life. I have used lines from my own translation of the Tao Te Ching for this practice, but you might want to have other translations available to aid you in going deeper. My own translation is written from a modern perspective of using the poetry as a guide for daily life.


For each day’s verse I have added some thoughts that might help clarify the theme. Or they might not. In that case, ignore them. Themes repeat and we will encounter the same aspects of the path from many vantage points. The journey is yours and your understanding will arise from deep within your own nature. I have also added suggestions for brief “breath prayers,” a few words that might help your mind quiet down and absorb the themes. Again, modify them any way you wish to make the daily practice most helpful for you.


As you walk along, remember that you are not alone. This path has been walked by countless others throughout history and is being walked by countless fellow pilgrims at the present moment. Everyone seeking a way of awakening, truth, and present-moment living is your companion on this path, whatever religious or nonreligious label they might currently wear. They have come from all lands, carrying with them a diversity of cultural and religious expressions. They have called themselves Taoists, Buddhists, Christians, Jews, Sufis, Muslims, atheists, and countless other names. They have established this path with compassion and mindfulness. All their sorrows and all their joys have become part of the landscape along this path. As you walk along, one step at a time, you will be walking in their footsteps. The only quality you need is a tiny bit of willingness. The only action you need to take is to lift your foot and take the next step.













Daily Practice














1


Talking about a path is not walking that path. (1)





Conventional wisdom insists that we make meaning out of life by our words and concepts, that our linguistic ability is what separates us from other animals. Yet every time we utter a word, we put a bit of distance between ourselves and life itself. The more words we use, the greater the distance becomes until we are so separate and alone that we live in constant fear and misery. There is a place for words, but we must use them carefully.




• Take some time today completely free from words—spoken, written, heard, viewed, texted, or tweeted. How does it feel?




Talking… is not walking my path.















2


Thinking about life is not living. (1)





Our conscious thinking process has become a jumble of words. We have been taught to name things, define things, dissect things, atomize things, and explain things—all in an attempt to gain some illusion of control over the Mystery of Life. This again separates us from the very life for which we search with our words and thoughts. That which we seek will be found when the thinking words cease.




• Take ten minutes and look around. Notice how your thoughts are conditioned to name things. Can you just let things be without names?




Thinking is not… living.















3


Directly experiencing life brings unconditional appreciation and unity. (1)





A “friend” on Facebook is not a true friend. It is an image of a friend. Social media is not truly society. It is an imitation of society, and the longer it serves as a substitute for the real thing, the more lonely we become. A video of a mountain stream is not a substitute for sitting on a rock beside the real thing. When we cease trying to control life by images and concepts, we begin to see life as it actually is in each moment.




• Note the ways you keep yourself at a distance from the simple present moment. Again, let the words fade and notice the moment—without words, without thoughts. How does that feel?




I am not… my image.















4


Thinking about life brings conditional judgments and separation. (1)





Our word-filled thoughts enable us to pass judgment on each moment. Each judgment of the moment, whether we consider it “good” or “bad,” separates us from life. We have been taught that we must judge things in order to survive, but this judging process has a dark side. It diminishes our natural joy and celebration of the roller-coaster ride of life.




• If you are not your thoughts, perhaps you are someone who thinks. Can you imagine yourself separate from your thoughts?




I am not… my thoughts.















5


Free of conditioned thinking, we experience our true nature. Caught in conditioned thinking, we experience only who we think we are. (1)





Conditioned thinking might be called “second thoughts.” Conditioned thinking is seldom able to savor the present moment. Our “first thoughts” process direct experience. Second thoughts, however, attach labels, evaluations, and meanings. To an extent, these second thoughts are natural, but we must take care to understand the difference between the two ways of thinking.




• Look around you. What are your first thoughts? What are your second thoughts?




I want to know… my first thoughts.















6


Yet both our conditioned nature and our true nature are part of life itself. Our conditioned experience of living is a gateway to unconditional life. (1)





For all the dangers of our words and concepts, if we approach them carefully, they can be a gateway to the reality they attempt to represent. Understanding this requires that we take a step back from our conditioned ways of viewing thoughts and words. We awaken to the idea that, though we have thoughts, we are not those thoughts; though we use words, these words are not the “thing itself.”




• Are there words in your experience that you recognize as gateways to something more Mysterious?




My words… are gateways.















7


Beauty cannot exist without ugliness. Virtue cannot exist without vice. (2)





The concepts we think of as “opposites” are, in reality, like the poles of a magnet. A magnet, by its very nature, must have a north and a south pole or it would not have a magnetic field. The cosmos is, in its very nature, composed of a quantum atomic structure that has inseparable positive and negative poles that dance in constant motion. When we try to pretend that we can have only beauty, only light, only progress, only gain, or only anything, we open ourselves to suffering.




• Think of the opposites in your life. Now think of these as inseparable parts of a whole. Allow them to coexist. How does that feel?




I am a part… of it all.






OEBPS/images/9780306834851.jpg
T

365 MEDITATIONS
oNTHE TAG 1 E € HING

DAILY

WILLIAM
MARTIN

THE

DAY
BY
DAY
SERIES





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
=] QoaKschette





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ITHE

DAILY
TAO

365 MEDITATIONS ON THE TAO TE CHING
WILLIAM MARTIN

N ’ /'/
=G0+
U, \‘\\
hachette

OOOOO





