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“This is a wonderful summation of Taoist philosophy. Jason Gregory presents this cosmology clearly, concisely, and with great depth of understanding. If you want to gain a fuller understanding of commonly used terms such as the void, yin and yang, and nonduality, this book is for you.”

SUSAN CAMPBELL, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
GETTING REAL AND FROM TRIGGERED TO TRANQUIL

“In this profound work, Jason Gregory warns us about the mass trivialization of Taoism. This book gives deep clarity to those who are called to flow effortlessly in the primordial river of Tao but find themselves perpetually obstructed by their deeply rooted habits of self-preservation. The time-honored virtues of humility, simplicity, and non-striving are elucidated brilliantly by the author, who offers the modern mind a possibility of venturing on the path of non-becoming. In our increasingly social world, the naked simplicity of The Way is not easy to follow, and this book is the much-needed guide that bridges this gap of understanding and allows the reader to embrace the natural naturalness that is Tao.”

SWAMI ATMANANDA UDASIN, ADVAITA TEACHER AND
HEAD MONK OF AJATANANDA ASHRAM, RISHIKESH (INDIA)

“This book is an astonishing piece of work and one that is essential for anybody wishing a deeper understanding of not just Taoism but also Eastern philosophy in general. It introduces the reader to the explanatory power of this most fascinating of belief systems and places it within a precise context. It demands concentration and focus from the reader, but in doing so it gives great rewards. An absolutely essential read, and one destined to become a classic of its kind.”

ANTHONY PEAKE, AUTHOR OF
OPENING THE DOORS OF PERCEPTION

“An interestingly complex yet simple book. It invites you to use your left brain for meaning and structure and your right brain, heart, and body to recognize the simple truths you see all around you in nature—and align with them for greater harmony—without great willpower or effort. It is certainly time we make life less confusing and distracting and settle into the calm center that we can recognize as Self, Truth, and Compassion. Jason has written many clarifying and inspiring books, and this one is a real wakeup call!”

PENNEY PEIRCE, AUTHOR OF TRANSPARENCY,
LEAP OF PERCEPTION, AND FREQUENCY

“Even though it is said that ‘the Tao that can be spoken is not the true Tao,’ Jason Gregory’s words on Taoism lead us back to a felt awakening of our true nature. We are the Tao we seek, the flowing reality of our body’s life. We just need to pare away what keeps us from connecting so deeply with the felt river of life that’s here all the time. The Tradition of Natural Taoism shows us how to let go of what is superficial so we can engage once again with that which we are and always have been.”

WILL JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF
THE RADICAL PATH OF SOMATIC DHARMA
 AND BREATHING THROUGH THE WHOLE BODY

“This book provides the reader with a different perspective and a deeper understanding of the Tao (Dao) and Taoist texts. If you are interested in Tao, it is a profound reference book for your study.”

YANG JWING-MING, AUTHOR OF
THE ROOT OF CHINESE QIGONG AND THE DAO DE JING
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Dedicated to the ancient Taoist masters
Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu.
May their truth of oneness continue
to enlighten the world.
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Note on the Romanization of Chinese Words

There are two commonly known Romanization systems for Chinese words. The older and more familiar one is known as the Wade-Giles, while the new standard and more precise one is the Pinyin Romanization. For example, the Chinese word 道 in the Wade-Giles system is Tao, and this is the Romanization with which many people are familiar. It is somewhat pleasing aesthetically but its sound is not quite accurate. On the other hand, the Pinyin Romanization of this word is Dao. Many are not familiar with this spelling, nor, we may say, is it as aesthetically pleasing, but its sound is more accurate.

In this book, I have blended both systems of Romanization for Chinese and given the spelling of both when we are first introduced to a significant Chinese word that will be a core Taoist principle to remember throughout the book. The Romanization I choose for each Chinese word throughout is based on what I believe people are most familiar with and also what I feel is best aesthetically.
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Taoism (道教: Wade-Giles Taoism; Pinyin Daoism) is essentially a philosophy based on the way of nature. But even that statement on its own can be misinterpreted due to one’s own personal, social, cultural, or religious understanding of the way of nature. For Taoism, even though this definition seems self-explanatory, it is complex to understand and even more difficult to live by. This entire book will explain what it truly means to be in accord with and to follow the way of nature, the Tao (道: Wade-Giles Tao; Pinyin Dao). But before that, we truly need to comprehend that Taoism is essentially a natural philosophy.

In the age of information saturation, Taoism, like much else, has fallen victim to misunderstanding, misinterpretation, and misinformation. Its nature is essentially mysterious, so if one has not studied Taoist philosophy extensively, a warped view of the tradition eventuates that, unfortunately, influences other people not schooled in Taoism. It is a constant cycle of misinformation, which has been ramped up since the advent and increased popularity of social media platforms such as YouTube.

These platforms perpetuate misinformation about Taoism, especially that based on incorrect translations of the Tao Te Ching (道德經: Wade-Giles Tao Te Ching; Pinyin Daodejing) and Chuang-tzu (莊子: Wade-Giles Chuang-tzu; Pinyin Zhuangzi) texts. Unfortunately, a lot of these incorrect translations are the most popular versions of these texts—particularly of the Tao Te Ching. These versions have been stripped of their original meaning to make sense to a predominantly Western audience with certain cultural sensibilities. They are easier to follow and poetic for Western minds. Many people enjoy reading them because they relate to us in the here and now. Even I enjoy reading them occasionally. But at the end of the day, they are not correct and distort the original meaning and intent of the Taoist texts.

The most accurate translations are vague and mysterious to the untrained mind. They require deeper contemplation and understanding. They require us to understand the real nuanced meaning of each line from what was truly written in Chinese. Each chapter and rereading elicit a new layer of understanding. We cannot honestly come to a conclusion on those texts after one reading. A deeper inquiry is needed. One that cannot happen in short spurts like five-to-ten-minute YouTube videos based on unclear translations. If you are serious about Taoism, then it is imperative to understand its genuine essence and what it truly is.

A NEED FOR STRUCTURE

Though it may seem counterintuitive to the way of Taoism, there is a growing need for structure and clarity on what Taoism is and, essentially, what it means to be Taoist. Despite the lucid, effortless nature of Taoism, we live in an age where some framework is needed to avoid a complete disfiguration of the tradition. It is not just about knowing what particular aspects of Taoism are or even experiencing them, but rather a complete understanding of the tradition is required that will transform your psychology and worldview.

Based on the way of the Tao, many different systems of cultivation were created over the thousands of years since the time of the great Taoist sages Lao-tzu (老子: Wade-Giles Lao-tzu; Pinyin Laozi) and Chuang-tzu (369–286 BCE) in China’s Warring States period. Most notable are the cultivation methods of martial arts and Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) based on the holistic philosophy of Taoism. More precisely, these two branches are known in Chinese as Neidan, internal alchemy, and Waidan, external alchemy. The internal alchemy of Neidan is cultivated through the well-known martial and nonmartial arts spiritual practices of t’ai chi ch’uan (commonly known as t’ai chi), qi gong, baguazhang, xingyiquan, liuhebafa, and daoyin, which are all part of what is known as Nei Gong. The external alchemy of Waidan is practiced through herbal elixirs, specific foods, and other physiological practices all related to a holistic view of the human body and mind. Both Neidan and Waidan are based on the tenets of holism, which is the essence of Taoism, and a fundamental understanding of oneness that we will explore throughout this book.

Such traditions and lineages stemming from Taoist philosophy have developed and been refined for thousands of years. Personally, I am actively engaged in both Neidan and Waidan, and I can tell you from experience that if both are informed by their original philosophy of Taoism, then they will transform your life. A common misconception people have is if they practice t’ai chi ch’uan, for example, this makes them a Taoist. Nothing could be further from the truth. That would be like saying anyone who practices hatha yoga is a Hindu. Hatha yoga is a small part of Hinduism, but you don’t have to practice hatha yoga to be Hindu. Likewise, you don’t have to practice t’ai chi ch’uan, qi gong, or Waidan to be Taoist. Will they deepen your understanding and experience of Tao? Yes, of course, especially if they are informed by Taoist philosophy. But are they necessary to follow the Tao? No.

Taoism is essentially an attitude, behavior, and worldview shaped by nature and not human socialization. Some people have an inherent aptitude for Taoism, and others need cultivation. Both depend on various factors: your genetic blueprint, your past life karma, your upbringing, culture, and religious indoctrination. Nevertheless, the Tao is ever-present, immanent within all experience, and at the same time transcends all experience. There is no one way to align yourself with the irreducible essence of Tao, though we could say Neidan, meditation practices, simplifying your life, and other practices are all effective methods. But, keep in mind, if you don’t understand the philosophy of Taoism, then no matter how much you practice meditation, for example, the experience and depth of the Tao within your being will not be realized.

Taoism requires a complete transformation via a dedication to unlearning the socialization we’ve all endured, which is not an easy feat. Taoism is a technology for deprogramming our minds from socialization so that we can finally return to our original natural state. Returning to our basic disposition can, ironically, be one of the hardest things we can do, as physicist Fritjof Capra explains when describing Zen in relation to our innate naturalness:

The perfection of Zen is thus to live one’s everyday life naturally and spontaneously. When Po-chang was asked to define Zen, he said, “When hungry eat, when tired sleep.” Although this sounds simple and obvious, like so much in Zen, it is in fact quite a difficult task. To regain the naturalness of our original nature requires long training and constitutes a great spiritual achievement.1

Taoism, like Zen, is a philosophy that guides us back to our true, original nature. As Capra mentioned, regaining this naturalness is more difficult than it seems. This is made even more difficult in the modern world because people are influenced by incorrect translations and cultural biases that we project onto Taoism like everything else. This leads to radical universalism, where Taoism is undermined by other cultures, especially Western cultures, with differing religions and social beliefs. Sure, it is true that Taoism adapts to anyone of any faith or disposition because when you understand the Tao, you realize that it encompasses all (even your God). But the main problem is that Taoism is treated as a secondary philosophy one applies to their religion, culture, or social disposition. For example, you can be Christian and follow the Tao because it encompasses all, every single part of your life. However, in its truest context, you can’t be a Christian and really follow the Tao because they are philosophically different. Someone could say they are Christian but abide by the philosophy and principles of Taoism, but that in fact makes them Taoist, not Christian. They are essentially Lao-tzu in Christian disguise.

THE DANGERS OF CULTURAL APPROPRIATION

To honestly understand Taoism, or to be Taoist, requires one to follow the way of nature, which actually runs counter to many other religions and social beliefs. Hence the need for structure and understanding of true Taoism to avoid such cultural appropriation. And I know the clear rebuttal to this idea is that Taoism is a path that has no solidity, no dogma, and this is what makes it so successful. This is true, and I don’t disagree. But to avoid ongoing cultural and traditional appropriation of Taoism, we need to have a thorough understanding of the philosophy without any additional beliefs that run counter to Taoism, stopping us from walking the spiritual path unfettered.

One of the primary states of consciousness in Taoism is Chuang-tzu’s free and easy wandering, which I will speak about at length in the last chapter of this book. If there is a blockage in our way from the natural experience of free and easy wandering, then that ought to be reevaluated under the microscope of Taoist philosophy. If we don’t have this mentality and our worldview is different from Taoism, then this is where the teachings slowly get warped over time until eventually the original teachings become devoid of meaning.

Taoist practitioner and independent scholar Eva Wong warned us about this cultural and traditional appropriation coming especially from the West in the 1990s. Wong used the Richard Wilhelm translation of the I Ching to illustrate her point of this distorting of Taoist knowledge. The Wilhelm translation comes with an amazing foreword by famous psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Carl Jung. I’ve read this version many times, and I do enjoy it. But what a young me didn’t know at the time was that this version of the I Ching is influenced by a tinge of Western thought. Wong revealed that the Wilhelm translation is, in part, seen through the lens of Jungian psychology, a Western viewpoint. How much so is debatable. But her point is that the translation of the I Ching is not interpreted from the Taoist view, nor is it put in its historical context. This acknowledgment of the lens and historical context of a translation is a point we must always consider when we read translations of any ancient text. To honestly translate the I Ching, it must be understood from its historical and philosophical context and not through the prism of another school of thought, such as Jungian psychology. Just this one revelation by Eva Wong has inspired me to explore other translations of the I Ching in the past decade. I am grateful I did. If we understand Taoism from its historical context, then its philosophy will shine forth because we understand what circumstances gave birth to it—the minds of the original Taoists. Taoism must be understood as it is with no filters.

We must have no cultural bias when learning a new tradition and enter into the endeavor with a completely open mind. And yes, that will be difficult, but that is what is needed to completely assimilate a new (or in Taoism’s case, the original) worldview. And so to be a genuine Taoist, you don’t see the world through your psychological and societal conditioning, but rather from the way of the ancients—more precisely from the way of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu.

THE ROOT OF TAOISM

Even though t’ai chi ch’uan, qi gong, and TCM have become synonymous with Taoism, they are only a few branches produced by the original root. When we think of the root of Taoism, we must only think of the great sages Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu. There are other Taoist sages who came centuries later, and their teachings are based on the teachings of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, too, such as Lieh-tzu and Wen-tzu. Their teachings are important, but it’s necessary to understand the depth of the teachings of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu first.

Make no mistake about it, Taoism is based on the texts of the Tao Te Ching and Chuang-tzu, attributed to Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu respectively. If you want to be a Taoist, then you need to study and contemplate both texts thoroughly. In the fifteen-plus years I’ve been teaching Eastern philosophy, I am astounded by the number of times I converse with martial arts students who don’t study either text. Some of them don’t even know about them at all, nor do they know Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu. Once someone asked me if the Tao Te Ching was related to Taoism, which is just plain odd considering the Tao Te Ching is Taoism and its actual root. This strange comment highlights the danger of the great tradition of Taoism being used as a commodity. It may seem sometimes as though nothing is sacred anymore in the twenty-first century, but these ancient traditions are naturally sacred and deserve our respect.

The problem with studying Taoism is you need to be skilled at discernment when searching for information. You don’t want to be led down the garden path of misinformation. To avoid that is simple; find genuine translations of the Tao Te Ching and Chuang-tzu texts, and allow your mind to be absorbed in the way of nature. Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu will guide you there. They will reveal the Tao as the ever-present force moving through you as you.

Historically, Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu were radical sages in the Warring States period of China, a time heavily dominated by Confucianism (儒家: Wade-Giles Ju-chia; Pinyin Rujia). Ironically, nothing has changed. The ideologies, the governments, the religions, and the cultures are different, but still being a Taoist is radically different from the status quo. Being genuinely as nature is and following its way runs counter to human socialization. That is a big takeaway you’ll gain from this book. But it is nothing new for Taoists. Every Taoist since the time of those sages has had to live in a world so far disconnected from the source, and this distance is constantly growing generation after generation due to the gravitational pull of the external world and materialism.

Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu ran counter to this type of socialization in a Confucian world, and so should we in the present day because socialization itself is a superimposition on our true nature, making us feel artificial and like a cheap replica of the original (I will explore this superimposition later in the book).

Being a true Taoist, then, means to be radically rebellious, not in an anarchistic or self-righteous way, but instead because you’re indifferent to the world. What motivates most people is none of your concern. Your center is the Tao, and this is what informs your life, not what is trending. Taoism will liberate you from the shackles and suffering that are both intrinsic to the nature of a society built on man-made ideologies and materialism. This is the gift Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu gave us. Their call to us is to ask, “How radical are we willing to be?” To follow the way of the Tao runs counter to conventional thinking, but it is the way the world sincerely is at its core.

TAOISM MUST MIGRATE FROM CHINA TO SURVIVE

For any of this to happen, Taoism needs to transcend the border of China. Sure, the birth of Taoism is from China through the great sages Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu, but for its survival it is imperative it migrates to other lands in its pure form. One reason for this necessity is the slow destruction of Taoism, and also Buddhism, since the Cultural Revolution in China. Even in the present day, Communist China is hell-bent on destroying alternative ideologies, and freedom of religion is under attack.

I have a lot of Chinese friends and have had interviews with popular newspapers in China, and, astonishingly, many of them know little about Taoism and know more about Marxism instead. This is not to say that Taoism is not still alive in China. It is alive and, in some places, thriving. The restoration of Taoism in China is important, but it will take some time, depending on people losing faith in the totalitarianism of Marxism or communism. But unfortunately, in China, there’s the same misapprehension as in the West that practicing t’ai chi ch’uan, for example, makes you Taoist. Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu’s philosophy becomes background noise to spiritual practices and postures. Again, the philosophy must inform the practices, not the other way around.

One of the most common mistakes I encounter is how to follow wu-wei (無為: Wade-Giles wu-wei; Pinyin wu-wei), which is translated as “effortless action,” “effortless living,” “nondoing,” “intelligent spontaneity,” or “non-interference.” People all over the world want to apply wu-wei to their extremely busy and complex lives. But they make no effort to simplify their lives. Without simplicity, the possibility of being in wu-wei is very low, considering simplicity is the fertile soil for the growth of an effortless mind. When it comes to wu-wei, people in general overthink and are truthfully not ready to allow life to be as it will with no interference. We often live super complex lives within very complex societies, making it even more difficult for wu-wei to eventuate. This complexity is rife in many countries in both the West and the East, places where people have little time outside their subservience to the machinations of society. In Far East Asia, including China, South Korea, and Japan, it is extremely difficult to keep up with what is expected, as these countries have gone far from their roots of simplicity.

Taoism will survive in China, but the danger is it might be isolated to the hermits in the mountains. Likewise, if real Taoism doesn’t spread beyond China, then the tradition may survive only through a few weirdos like myself and other teachers outside of China. This type of threat has always existed for Taoism, even when it was first developed. The reason being that Taoism has never been widely accepted nor its philosophy lived by more than a few oddballs (likely you reading this book).

Often standing in the way of Taoism are social systems of control that belittle such a tradition because, from the status quo’s perspective, how could a society be governed through no control? This fear not only pervades a social system but also the individual. For this reason, Taoism has never been taken seriously or followed truthfully on a large scale. Ironically, Taoism is the way of nature, yet we are under the belief that our human desire for control and social structures supersede nature. Oh, how we are wrong.

TIME TO ACCEPT TAOISM AS IT IS

Taoism has never been widely accepted because we lack the ability to be radically human, flaws and all. We are constantly at odds with our own humanity. Just being a natural human is a challenge for many of us because we’ve all been put through the wringer of socialization, which warps our original nature. Our parents tell us to succeed, education tells us what is useful for society, religion teaches us that we need to find God to be saved, and all of it, every little bit, is based on our ignorance and avoidance of our true nature.

Many religions, for example, will create all sorts of assumptions about life after death to try and alleviate our fear of death. They essentially use fear to intimidate people to implement systems of discipline the religion recommends. They prey on all our natural anxieties, not just the ones we have of death. Taoism, on the other hand, subverts belief systems that cultivate a fear of death to control people’s behavior and emotions. Taoism wants you to explore those anxieties we have for such mysteries so that we free ourselves from the worries of death by understanding the fact that we neither know the transformations that preceded our existence nor those to come. Taoism asks you to lean into the uncertainties involved in being human.

We learn to be indifferent to death through Taoism. From Chuang-tzu’s perspective, who is to say death is a terrible or joyful experience? (Chuang-tzu is not referring to the duration of dying, but just death itself.) We are only making fearful assumptions based on the affirmation of life. Well, Taoism takes it a step further and is a tradition centered on the affirmation of life and also death. Death is natural to life and something that we shouldn’t be anxious about. When we are at odds with our own humanity, then things such as death are confusing and something we do our best to avoid.

Taoism welcomes natural transformations. Experiencing the natural transformations of life is just what humans do. We shouldn’t fight this reality but instead embrace it. Embracing our humanity, flaws and all, is the massive difference between Taoism and many other religions. Taoism has no doctrine to impose on you; rather it is a technology to deprogram all of the indoctrination you’ve experienced, to give you a thorough understanding of your true nature. Instead of fighting your natural inclinations, Taoism wants you to explore them and inquire into their nature to see if they are pure or not.

Many religions teach us to fight our natural instincts and intuitions under the impression that humans are uncultured beasts. Taoism, on the other hand, teaches us to embrace our nature and understand that any self-cultivation method is actually what can turn us into beasts (something I will explore more in chapter two). Most of us have rarely or never been taught to accept ourselves as we are. In a roundabout way, society, some religions, education, and, in some cases, our friends and family subtly cultivate in us a sense of not being good enough as we are and also that we don’t belong. Taoism’s the opposite. It explains that we are innately good enough and that we do belong. We actually cannot be disowned. This natural belonging and intrinsic value are big factors as to why it is hard for someone to truthfully follow the Tao when they are part of a different religious or philosophical worldview.

We are so shortsighted when we try to discredit Taoism. We will make up all sorts of excuses why Taoism doesn’t work: How can we be fundamentally good when we see the bad actions of others? How can allowing nature to run its course without interference achieve anything? We can’t see that, for example, it is society that creates people with wrong intentions, and so it should be the social structures and belief systems that should be reevaluated. We have built the world in reverse, where the world is informing you rather than you informing the world. The Tao is not induced in us but rather moves through us naturally. Nature is grown from within to without to beautify the world. But if the conditions are wrong and we accept this reverse system of without to within, then this is where all sorts of trouble begins. The reverse stream is basically the template for many differing schools of thought—the idea that Tao is induced rather than naturally within us. Taoism is the way of radically reversing this stream to its original position.

Instead of criticizing Taoism from fear of it being so different, why not just try it and test it for yourself? It is hard to honestly criticize something unless you’ve been intimate with it. The irony is, when we criticize Taoism, we are criticizing ourselves and nature, which is in part why we have a domineering relationship to nature. The fundamental point is most of us have never tried Taoism wholeheartedly. We’ve rarely given it a chance outside of how it will benefit us and accentuate our preexisting beliefs. We have almost never been taught to accept ourselves the way we are as humans. We’ve almost always been uncomfortable in our own skin, so we designed all sorts of beliefs to make sense of life and alleviate this unnecessary discomfort. But what is staring us in our faces all the time is that we need to accept the human condition rather than avoid it.

In avoiding the human condition, we suppress our nature, which causes all sorts of psychological damage and social unrest. It is through accepting the human condition that equanimity of mind and peace on Earth will prevail. Taoism, the way of nature, is that vehicle waiting for all of us if we are willing to accept it wholeheartedly.

Taoism is pushing humanity to evolve by being radically human, not some transcendent philosophy about overcoming our humanity. We need to lean into our humanity to push through the boundaries that divide us from each other and the Tao. It’s about understanding your true nature as it is with no filters. This very book is an attempt to revive the actual teachings of Taoism as they are. In the end, this book is about the true way of nature, your actual nature, because, well, that’s the way it is.


[image: 1; The Human Reflection of the Universe]

The fundamental belief in the world is that we are separate from everything. Even in many religions, we are separate from God, which is actually a perspective of this fundamental belief in separation. Taoism, on the other hand, runs counter to this belief for good reason. In Taoism, the big picture and the small picture are the same picture. The microcosm is the macrocosm and vice versa. There is no separation or distance between the source of the Tao and the source of your very being.

The ultimate reality of the Tao and your own localization of consciousness are the same, just different vantage points of the same reality. You essentially are a reflection of the entire universe. All of the fundamental forces of the universe move through us as us, but we confuse this experience with subjectivity, which essentially separates us from the source, the Tao. However, keep in mind that you can never be separate from the Tao; that is just an illusion of the subjective self, ego, and identity that is under the hypnosis that it is isolated from everyone and everything. Our ego, then, serves as a blockage to the fundamental forces of the universe moving through us.

Since the origin of the universe, the birth of the ten thousand things in Taoist terminology or the big bang in scientific terminology, those elemental forces are still moving through the universe and through our very being. These fundamental forces are ever-present, and we can align with them and utilize them when we have removed the blockage of self, ego, or identity. We are an aperture for the Tao to express itself, but none of that can eventuate when we are holding on to our separate sense of self (more on this later in the book).

The Tao is that ultimate reality that is all and everything, and we can sense it in our lives when we have taken the humble low path of Lao-tzu and Chuang-tzu. The Tao cannot be felt through a form of over-the-top strict cultivation or striving, but rather in letting go of yourself and the negative tendency to control your life and the world. From the place of your original existence and nature, you are a perfect reflection of the entire universe. What eclipses this is the accumulative sense of self we become due to socialization from society throughout our lives. For this reason, Lao-tzu’s Tao Te Ching deals with our permanent original nature so that we can be our authentic selves. As philosopher Jacob Needleman explained:

The Tao Te Ching deals with what is permanent in us. It speaks of a possible inner greatness and an equally possible inner failure, which are both indelibly written into our very structure as human beings. Under its gaze, we are not “American” or “Chinese” or “European.” We are human beings, uniquely called to occupy a specific place in the cosmic order, no matter where or in what era we live.

The Tao Te Ching is thus a work of metaphysical psychology, taking us far beyond the social or biological factors that have been the main concern of modern psychology. It helps us see how the fundamental forces of the cosmos itself are mirrored in our own individual, inner structure. And it invites us to try to live in direct relationship to all these forces. To see truly and to live fully: This is what it means to be authentically human.1

That eternal original nature within us is the position the authentic person resides in—the consciousness of a Taoist sage. The sage has reversed their trajectory from separation (the ten thousand things) to the Tao (nondual oneness). This reversal of one’s trajectory is a perceptual shift, where our awareness has moved from the external world to the internal world, which is how we align with the fundamental forces of the universe, the Tao. To attain the same consciousness as a Taoist sage is not easy; it requires a complete reorientation of thinking and perceiving the world, which have both, unfortunately, been hijacked by the fundamental belief in separation through duality and the gravitational pull of the material world. Thankfully, the Taoist sages of ancient times left a spiritual road map for us to follow so that we can return to our nature to finally realize that the Tao is doing you instead of you are doing the Tao.
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