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Introduction

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE TAOIST?

To be Taoist is to embody the wisdom of Taoism in all
aspects of life: public, domestic, private, and spirit. Many
Taoists participate in society as leaders, advisers,
entrepreneurs, and professionals. Yet others are
householders, fully engaged in family and domestic life.
The stories of Taoist immortals presented in my 7ales of
the Taoist Immortals and Tales of the Dancing Dragon
highlight the lives of Taoists in and from all walks of life. If
there is one thing common among Taoists, however, it is
the presence and the balance of each of these aspects of
living. Not only do Taoists live these four aspects of life
fully, there is also an outlook and an art to moving through
each of them.

Central to the public life of the Taoist is the art of
leadership. Leadership is not about controlling and forcing
things to go our way or dragging everybody else behind us.
Rather, it is inspiring and leading by example. The outlook
that forms the foundation of the art of leadership is known



as the view of vastness.

Central to the domestic life of the Taoist is the art of
healthy living. Healthy living means appreciating the life
force of the body and nourishing it with a healthy diet and
healthy active lifestyle. It also means not wasting life
energy by indulging in extravagances and overworking body
and mind. The outlook that forms the foundation of the art
of healthy living is called embracing simplicity.

Central to the private life of the Taoist is the art of
concealment. In Taoism, to conceal does not mean to be
aloof and disengaged. Rather, it means not to dazzle or
make ourselves the focus of attention. Our modern culture
encourages us to brag about our achievements and show off
our wealth. Contrary to displaying their talents and
abilities, Taoists cloak their knowledge, and even their
wisdom, using them only at the appropriate place and time.
The outlook that forms the foundation of the art of
concealment is called hidden sky, which means concealing
the skylike vastness of our wisdom rather than basking in
its glory.

Central to the spirit life of the Taoist is the art of being.
The art of being touches every aspect of our lived
experience. The outlook that forms the foundation of the
art of being is free and easy wandering, a phrase from the
Taoist classic Zhuangzi that refers to the playful journey
of a completely liberated consciousness through the



limitless expanse of the Tao.

The aim of this book is not only to show that to be Taoist
is to live fully in the public, domestic, private, and spirit
sectors of life, but also to challenge us to stop, reflect, and
ask ourselves: Do we balance the public, domestic, private,
and spirit aspects of our lives? Do we emphasize some at
the expense of the others? Do we ever think about unifying
worldly and spiritual wisdom in our lives? If you haven’t
considered these questions before, I hope that you will as
you read this book.

GIVING VOICE TO A TEXT

Taoist texts are meant to be practical. The goal of any
Taoist text is to help people to be better individuals and to
make the world a more harmonious and peaceful place.
After all, the Taoist classic that started the spiritual
tradition of Taoism is titled the Tao Te Ching (Daodejing).
Tao means the “natural way,” and fe means ‘virtue.”
Together, they indicate that the path of Taoism is about
following what is natural and embodying what is virtuous.
The teachings of Taoism are meant to be accessible and
relevant. However, although wisdom is timeless, the
language in which teachings are presented is tied to
historical and social contexts. What was common
knowledge in one historical period could become obtuse in
another. Moreover, when we take the wisdom of one



culture and translate it into another, nuances in language
and subtle cultural references can become mind-boggling.
To make the Taoist teachings accessible to the non-Chinese
reader, | have taken the approach of “giving voice to a
text”—a phrase I first used in my translation of the work
Lieh-tzu.

In giving voice to a text, the goal is not to translate
verbatim but to take excerpts that contain the essence of
the teachings and make them relevant and easy to
understand. References to obscure incidents in Chinese
history and difficult-to-pronounce Chinese names are
therefore kept to a minimum here, and linguistic subtleties
particular to literary styles of certain historical periods are
rendered into modern language.

Every text has a voice, especially the sacred texts of
wisdom traditions. The wvoice of the text carries the
intention of the author and gives life to the text, allowing
us, as readers, to enter an intimate and meaningful
relationship with the author and the work. To enter a
relationship with a text, we must first understand that the
teachings are carried not only in the semantics of a text but
also in the voice that communicates them. Second, we need
to become listeners, not analysts and critics. Third, we
need to suspend our personal beliefs and opinions as we
relate to the text.

Fourth, in listening to the voice of a text, we need to



regard the text as another being. This means that the text is
not an object to be read by us, the subject. Rather, we are
listening to another subject: a friend, teacher, adviser, or
mentor. In this way, we can begin to develop a respect for
the text and eventually learn from it. The approach of
“listening” to a text is called hermeneutics, a technique
pioneered by the German philosopher Martin Heidegger
and developed further by more recent FEuropean
philosophers such as Paul Ricoeur and Hans-Georg
Gadamer. Further discussion of the hermeneutics of
listening can be found in the introduction to my translation
of Lieh-tzu.

In this book, each of the four aspects of being Taoist is
communicated through a different voice.

The essence of public life lies in the art of leadership.
Who can teach us leadership and its place in public life?
Who can show us the view of vastness that is the mark of a
true leader? It is the voice of the sages. What kind of voice
is this? It is a formal voice that is soft and patient, teaching
us the nature of the Tao—the nature of reality, cosmology,
and virtue. When we listen to this voice, it is as if we are
sitting with fellow students in a large hall or courtyard,
listening to a group of sages giving discourses on these
teachings.

The essence of domestic life lies in the art of healthy
living. Who can advise us on how to live a healthy lifestyle?



Who can show us the principle of embracing simplicity? It
is the voice of a mentor. What kind of voice is this? It is the
intimate and caring voice of a friend and adviser. The
guidance from our mentor comes from wisdom that is
developed through a lifetime of experience; it is not
something gleaned from books. When we listen to this
voice, it is as if we are sitting on our back porch or in our
kitchen with someone we trust.

The essence of private life lies in the art of concealment
and its shadow, revelation. Who can teach us how to
appreciate and fully live an inner life of meditation and
contemplative stillness? Who can show us how to direct
our awareness toward the vast hidden sky that is our own
consciousness? It is the voice of a spiritual teacher. What
kind of voice is this? It is the firm yet compassionate voice
that communicates clear instructions on how to experience
our limitless consciousness. When we listen to this voice,
it is as if we are sitting on a meditation cushion in a
peaceful, quiet, and spacious room listening to the words
of arespected teacher.

The essence of spirit life lies in the art of being. Who
can show us how to have a spirit life that is alive, playful,
and unencumbered? Who can guide us to experience total
freedom and wander free and easy through diverse
realities? It is the voice of the immortal, a realized being.
What kind of voice is this? It is an ephemeral voice, an



elusive voice, a voice that delights in one instance and
shocks in the next, a voice that can break us out of our self-
imposed limitations and help us enter realms that we have
never experienced. When we listen to this voice, it is as if
we are in the presence of realized beings. Expounding the
teachings in unconventional ways through stories, musings,
conversations, and discourse, the voice of the immortal
leads us away from linear thought and habitual feelings.
Free from conventionality, the teachings plunge us, the
listeners, into a state in which the duality of the teacher and
the taught is dissolved.

THE ART OF LEADERSHIP THROUGH THE VOICE OF THE SAGE

To carry the voice of the sage, I have chosen excerpts from
the Huainanzi, a text compiled by a prince of the early part
of the Han Dynasty (206 B.cE—220 cE.). The prince ruled
the fiefdom of Huainan and became known as Huainanzi,
the sage of Huainan. Huainanzi was a patron of Taoist
practitioners: scholars, alchemists, diviners, herbalists, and
magicians. Often he would invite Taoists to give talks on
topics such as the nature of the Tao, the nature of reality,
and the importance of virtue in leadership and everyday
life. The book Huainanzi is a compilation of these
teachings.

Because the prince ruled a small kingdom and was a
member of the Han royal family, the main focus of the



collected teachings was on how to lead and govern in an
enlightened way. Huainanzi himself was a public figure,
accustomed to administering a state, enforcing laws,
maintaining public safety, and taking care of the citizens.
For these reasons, the book Huainanzi is the most suitable
text for expounding the art of leadership in the public life
of a Taoist.

The key to leadership is the view of vastness. For the
prince of Huainan, a leader must embrace an outlook that is
vast and limitless. Small view and pettiness have no place in
the mind of a leader. The enlightened leader is one who
allows things to run their natural course instead of
imposing his or her will on them. Just as the Tao benefits
and accommodates all, the leader thinks and acts for the
good of all. Knowing that ambition creates disharmony, the
leader does not push him- or herself and others beyond the
limits of physical strength and mental ability.

To maintain a view of vastness, a leader needs to
understand the nature of reality and the interdependency of
all things. In the natural order, yin and yang are balanced.
The leader observes the natural world, understands its
transient nature, intuits that which is constant, and acts in
harmony with all of it. Policies are made with a sensitivity
to changes in the seasons, the cycles of waxing and waning
of the five elements (metal, wood, water, fire, and earth),
and the rise and fall of yin and yang.



The thoughts and actions of an enlightened leader are
founded on virtue. If a leader embraces virtue, there will be
no need for harsh laws, cold justice, debates on ethics, and
rule by consensus. Instead of benefiting small but powerful
interests, policies would be made to benefit all. In the
words of Huainanzi, in countries that are led by
enlightened leaders, “warhorses will be retired to roam the
pastures, and soldiers can return home to farm and make
furniture.” In our day and age, this is equivalent to saying
that lobbyists will disappear and there won’t be a need for
standing armies or even peacekeeping forces.

For the prince of Huainan, the essence of leadership lies
in embracing virtue and being connected to the Tao. A
leader acts by not forcing, leads by not bragging, and
commands respect by not threatening. Finally, the highest
act of a leader is to leave with no trace when his or her
work is done.

THE ART OF HEALTHY LIVING THROUGH THE VOICE OF THE MENTOR

To carry the voice of the mentor, I have chosen excerpts
from three texts: Principles of Nourishing Life and
Cultivating Longevity (Yansheng Yanming Lu), written in
the fifth century by Tao Hongjing; Peng Zu's Method of
Prolonging Life (Peng Zu's Shesheng Yanxing Lun),
collected and edited by Tao Hongjing; and Embracing
Simplicity (Baopuzi), written by Ge Hong, a fourth-century



alchemist.

Tao Hongjing and Ge Hong were householders. Both had
families, and both lived an active domestic life while
practicing the arts of health and longevity. Ge Hong was an
alchemist and herbalist, known for his research into the use
of herbs and minerals to improve health and prolong life.
Tao Hongjing was a personal friend and adviser to an
emperor as well as one of the foremost exponents of the
Shangqing (High Clarity) lineage of Taoism. Shangging
Taoists believed that one should care for the body in the
same way an enlightened ruler cares for his or her subjects.
Therefore, they advocate eating healthy foods, having a
healthy sexual life, and living simply. For them, embracing
simplicity was the ultimate way to conserve life energy and
live a healthy and long life. For this reason, the writings of
Tao Hongjing and Ge Hong are ideal for expounding the art
of healthy living in the domestic life of the Taoist.

The key to healthy living is embracing simplicity. The
healthy householder understands and appreciates the energy
of life and therefore lives in moderation and contentment
in order to conserve and nourish qi, or life energy. If we are
not extravagant and greedy, we will have fewer desires.
With fewer desires, we will become less anxious over gain
and loss. Being less anxious over gain and loss, we will be
less likely to push ourselves to get more and have more. By
integrating a healthy diet, healthy sexual habits, and



contentment into our domestic life, we will be able to
preserve and cultivate our qi more effectively. Balancing
action with nonaction, movement with stillness, we will be
less likely to abuse body and mind. Having a peaceful
disposition and being kind and helpful, we will not develop
negative attitudes that will drain life energy.

Healthy living is simple and straightforward. If we eat
nutritious foods in moderation, and have a balanced diet of
proteins, grains, and fruits, we will be physically strong and
mentally clear. Don’t be stuck in one form of diet
throughout your life. Be open to changes in diet through
the seasons. Moods, aging, and level of physical health and
mental clarity can also affect how and what we eat. Doing
physical exercise such as qigong and gentle forms of
martial arts can relax body and mind and improve the
circulation of energy in the body. Most important, listen to
the body like an enlightened ruler attending to the welfare
of the people.

In Taoism, sexual arousal and activity are considered part
and parcel of being human. The Tao is made of one yin and
one yang, and it is said that all things are created from the
copulation of yin and yang. Plants and animals procreate
naturally, so why not humans? It is only when sexual desire
becomes possessive and aggressive that procreative energy
drains faster than it can be cultivated. A healthy sexual
lifestyle is one in which natural sexual urges are satisfied,



energy is neither hoarded nor wasted, and we know how to
replenish sexual energy after expending it.

Finally, to embrace simplicity is to delight in household
activities such as cooking, eating a good meal, caring for
loved ones, enjoying the sexual company of a partner,
nourishing the body by doing gentle exercise, and freeing
the mind from anxiety and negativity by knowing
contentment.

THE ART OF CONCEALMENT THROUGH THE VOICE OF THE
SPIRITUAL TEACHER

To carry the voice of the spiritual teacher, I have chosen
three texts: The Great Patriarch Laozis Treatise on
Internal Awareness (Taishang Laojun Neiguanjing),
written in the fifth century; The Great Mysterious Grotto
Precious Classic on the Subtle Method of Turning
Awareness Inward (Iaishang Dongxuan Lingbao
Guanmiao Jing), written in the ninth century; and The Nine
Cultivations (Jiu Shao), written sometime between the
eighth and tenth centuries. The authors are unknown, but the
last two texts show the influence of the teachings of
Shangqing Taoist Sima Zhengzhen (646-735) on
meditation.

The texts describe three steps of Taoist meditation as
originally taught in the Shangqing lineage, but this form of
meditation has long been adopted by other major Taoist



lineages such as the Quanzhen (Complete Reality) lineage
and the Xiantianwujimen (Primordial Limitless Gate)
lineage. The private life of the Taoist is inner life, and inner
life is illuminated by meditation, which in the Shangqing
tradition means turning our awareness inward. When we are
too occupied with the world outside, our private or inner
life suffers, because we have no time to tune our awareness
into our own consciousness and discover its richness.

The Shangqging method of meditation is called neiguan.
Nei means “inner,” and guan means ‘view.” Neiguan
meditation is about turning our awareness inward to
experience our consciousness. The word guan has often
been mistranslated as “gazing” or “observing.” Although
this fits the mundane usage of the word, in the Shangqing
instructions, guan is about having a view, an orientation.
Therefore, meditation is about becoming aware of
consciousness, not watching or gazing at it. When we tune
our awareness to our thoughts and experience them
directly, we are totally involved. When we are merged with
thought and non-thought, the duality of subject and object
disappears.

In contrast, if we observe or look at our thoughts, we
become bystanders. Worse, we often end up being critics
and analysts, and the duality of watcher (subject) and
thought (object) is never dissolved. If we understand that
we are not watchers, and that fundamentally there is no



watcher and watched, we will be able to relax and flow with
the activity and nonactivity of consciousness.

In Taoist meditation, the first step is to turn our
awareness inward toward the life of consciousness. Most
people are so occupied by the external world that they
don’t realize that there is a very rich world within
themselves. In this stage, we relax, let go, and learn to
appreciate that we have an internal universe. Within this
internal universe is our consciousness, our life force, and a
body that is like a nation—with provinces (head, neck,
abdomen, arms, legs, and so on), fertile fields that cultivate
and store life energy (the internal organs), and an
infrastructure that carries nutrients to nourish every part of
the body (the arteries, veins, lymphatic system, and so on).

After we have learned to tune our awareness to the
internal world, we are ready for the second step, to
heighten that awareness. Heightening awareness means that
our awareness becomes more sophisticated and more
discerning. Rather than just noticing that we have qi (or
energy) and thoughts, we begin to experience subtle
nuances of periods of thought and nonthought, to feel how
gi moves through our bodies, and to identify which areas
are blocked and which are healthy.

Finally, after developing a heightened awareness of our
inner world, we are ready for the third step, to turn the
awareness outward to the external world. The insight that



we have experienced in meditation is brought into everyday
life to benefit the world and the people around us.

The essence of these three steps, or stages, of
meditation is embodied in the meaning of hidden sky.
Indeed, Hidden Sky (Tianyin) is the Taoist name of Sima
Zhengzhen, who was responsible for developing this form
of meditation. To be hidden means to be concealed, and
concealment is defined by its complement, revelation.
Thus, the key to concealment is knowing when to hide by
turning inward and when to reveal by turning outward.
Consciousness is likened to the vastness of the sky. This
sky is vast, but it is also hidden, and its mystery and power
can be discovered and experienced only by turning our
awareness toward it.

THE ART OF BEING THROUGH THE VOICE OF THE IMM ORTAL

To carry the voice of the immortal, I have chosen excerpts
from the Zhuangzi. The book Zhuangzi is divided into
three sections: the inner, the outer, and the miscellaneous
chapters. The inner chapters were written in the third
century B.CE. by Zhuangzi himself. The outer and
miscellaneous chapters were written by various Taoists
inspired by Zhuangzi between the second century B.CE. and
the fourth century CE.

I have translated excerpts from all the chapters of the
Zhuangzi. Despite diverse authorship, they have common



themes: freeing ourselves from boundaries created by petty
thoughts and actions, exploring the wealth of
consciousness by wandering its vastness, never being
separated from virtue, and following the natural way.

The contents of the Zhuangzi are often disjointed, with
little continuity even within each chapter. In giving voice to
the Zhuangzi as the immortal, I have decided not only to
translate but also to edit the chapters, presenting the
material in a more coherent way while preserving the spirit
of the teachings.

The teachings of the Zhuangzi are the most
quintessential of Taoism. They show us the spirit life of the
Taoist, one who floats with the times; transcends the
limitations of even space; and merges with the sky, the
earth, and humanity. Spirit is limitless. Without a spirit life,
we are forever bound by limits. Even if we live healthily,
practice the arts of longevity, and rest in the emptiness and
stillness of meditation, we are still living in a world of
forms and limits. The Zhuangzi is about experiencing and
living in the formless and the limitless. Until we have
embraced this last aspect of being Taoist, we are not really
being Taoist.

THE ART OF BEING TAOIST

The art of being Taoist is about balancing, integrating, and
unifying worldly and spiritual wisdom. Public, domestic,



private, and spirit lives support and enrich one another. Not
embracing all of them means robbing ourselves of much of
the richness that life can offer.

A leader should have not only a public life but also fully
developed domestic, private, and spirit lives. The domestic
life teaches the leader to be caring and intimate. Without
domesticity, leadership can become cold and impersonal.
Moreover, we need to be able to care for our health before
we can care for family, friends, and community. The private
life gives the leader a heightened awareness of both the
internal and external world, so that critical decisions can be
made with clarity. The spirit life teaches the leader what it
means to be a leader: to hold a vast view, be free of
conceptual bonds, move with the times, think and act in
virtue, and leave without a trace when the work is done.

A householder should have not only a domestic life but
also fully developed public, private, and spirit lives. The
public life teaches the householder the importance of
caring for others in addition to providing for the immediate
family. Without public responsibility, domestic life can
become stifled and self-centered. Focusing solely on
personal and family matters can blind us to the needs of
society and the world. The private life teaches the
householder to cultivate health, longevity, and mental
clarity, so that livelihood and domestic concerns do not
drain life energy. The spirit life teaches the householder



what it means to live in a household: to care but not
possess, to hold the bigger view and not be bogged down by
small concerns, and to think and act from virtue instead of
personal wants.

A practitioner of meditation should have not only a
private life but also fully developed public, domestic, and
spirit lives. The public life helps the practitioner not to be
obsessed with his or her own enlightenment and thus forget
that the goal of spiritual practice is to lead others toward
enlightenment. The domestic life reminds the spiritual
practitioner that household activities cultivate spirituality.
Domestic tasks such as cooking, washing dishes, cleaning,
and making home repairs bring spiritual practice into
everyday activity. Domestic life grounds spiritual practice
in the ordinary, reminding us that enlightenment is an
ordinary experience attainable by all. The spirit life brings
luminosity and radiance into spiritual practice. Spirit life
takes techniques from the relative world (such as
meditation and gigong) and connects them to the ultimate
reality. It is through spirit life that the practitioner merges
with the vast and primordial oneness of the Tao.

An immortal should have not only a spirit life but also
fully developed public, domestic, and private lives. Many
immortals live in the earthly realm, mingling with mortals.
Zhang Boduan (987-1082), the founder of the southern
Quanzhen (Complete Reality) lineage of Taoism, said,



“Lesser immortals conceal themselves in the mountains
and forests; greater immortals conceal themselves in small
towns; the greatest immortals conceal themselves in large
cities.” What he meant was that the more realized the
individual, the less a retreatlike environment will be needed
to support his or her practice. The public life provides a
vehicle for an immortal to use his or her virtue to help the
world. When immortals live a public life, they are leaders
or advisers to leaders. The domestic life provides a vehicle
for an immortal to practice humility by doing household
chores like any ordinary person. It was said that the
immortal Liezi (fourth century B.CE.) cleaned his home,
cooked for his wife, and fed the pigs. The private life
provides a vehicle for the immortal to continue to cultivate
and nourish the energy of life.

In the Taoist tradition, to integrate the public, domestic,
private, and spirit lives is to live life to its fullest. Since all
things emanate from the Tao, we are all connected. The
thoughts and actions of one person, the movement of one
pebble on the earth, or a single leaf falling from one tree
can send ripples around the world, affecting everything far
and near, present and future. The art of living is about
understanding and living this interdependency so that we
can help others to connect to the natural and virtuous ways
of the Tao.

To be Taoist is to embody the principles of yin and yang



and simultaneously live a worldly and spiritual life. In
public life and domestic life, we embody the principle of
yang, weaving worldly wisdom into our lives. In private life
and spirit life, we embody the principle of yin, weaving
spiritual wisdom into our lives. When these four sectors of
life are fully integrated, we are the living embodiment of
the consummate balance of yin and yang.

To be Taoist is to become the very essence of the five
elements: fire, wood, earth, water, and metal. In public life
we are virtuous leaders. Holding a vision with wisdom and
maturity, we inspire others and lead with enthusiasm and
humility. We become the element fire that surges upward,
always reaching for the vastness that is the sky. In domestic
life, we are healthy householders. Caring and contented, we
celebrate our health and well-being and enjoy family,
friends, and life at home. We become the element wood
that grows deep into the ground, always drawing on the
homely wisdom that is practical and down-to-earth. In
private life we enjoy the richness of our vast
consciousness. Embracing stillness, emptiness, clarity, and
ordinariness, we welcome alike action and nonaction,
movement and rest, chaos and order. We become the
element earth, at times dull and inert, and at times colorful
and unpredictable. In spirit life we are never separated from
the mysterious sacredness of the world around us. Our
limitless spirit holds all diversities, resolves all conflicts,



and accommodates everything. Participating fully in the
dance of consciousness and experiencing its beauty,
mystery, and vastness, we are committed in everything we
do, knowing that beyond the limits of understanding there
is depth and power. We become the element water, always
following a natural course, changing with the world and yet
changing the world.

When these four sectors of life are balanced and
integrated, we become the element metal. Like a sword
tempered by fire and water, we are strong and flexible. Like
precious minerals, we are continuously nourished and
transformed by the womb of the earth. Like a chisel in
harmony with a block of wood, we carve and create all that
is beautiful, mysterious, and sacred.



PART ONE

The Taoist in Public Life
The Art of Leadership: The View of Vastness

Teachings from the Huainanzi




1

The Natural Way

THE TAO

The Tao envelops the sky, covers the earth, and extends
beyond the four directions. Its height cannot be measured,
and its depth cannot be fathomed. It embraces the universe
and gives birth to all things. Like water gushing from a
spring, it flows everywhere and penetrates everything.
Rising and falling, swirling and churning, it separates yin
from yang, earth from sky, and muddy from clear. Stand it
up, and it can hold the sky and support the earth; lay it
down, and it can circle the oceans. Time does not affect it.
Use does not exhaust it. Expand it, and it will fill the
vastness of space; shrink it, and you can hold it in your
hand. Depending on the circumstances, it can be small or
large, dim or bright, weak or strong, soft or hard, and
crooked or straight.

The Tao embraces the sky and the earth. It harmonizes



yin and yang and maintains the balance in nature. Time and
space exist because of it. The sun, the moon, and the stars
shine because of it. In it, softness realizes its fullest
potential and subtleties achieve their greatest limits.
Because of it, the mountains are high, the seas are deep,
animals run, and birds fly. The Tao has no form or shape,
but its power is endless. All things are created from it, but
in creating and nourishing the myriad things, its energy is
not exhausted.

The Tao is simple yet profound. Rising, it does not gain
height; falling, it does not flatten out. Multiply it, and it
does not increase; subtract from it, and it does not
decrease; divide it, and it does not diminish. Strike it, and it
is not injured; excavate it, and it does not deepen; fill it, and
it is not raised.

The Tao is elusive and intangible. Look for it, and it
cannot be found; listen to it, and it cannot be heard. It is as
ungraspable as space and as deep as a cavern, but it
resonates to every change in the universe. It stretches out
when it needs to expand; it contracts when it needs to be
small. Rising with yang and sinking with yin, it can be high
or low, long or short, round or square, curved or straight.
Because it has no definite shape and form, it can adjust to
every possible situation and blend with every conceivable
condition in the universe.

The Tao gives birth to all things but is not consumed by



them. It is responsible for their growth but does not direct
their destiny. Mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish, birds,
and insects live because of the natural way of the Tao, but
they do not feel indebted to it. They die because of the
natural way of the Tao, but they do not blame or resent it.
Animals appear to have a better understanding of the Tao
than we humans do, because we praise the Tao when we
succeed and curse it when we fail.

Water lilies are rooted in water, and trees are rooted in
the earth. Birds fly in the sky, mammals run on the earth,
fish swim in the waters, and tigers and leopards prowl in the
mountains. This is the natural way of things. Rub two pieces
of wood against each other, and you will have fire. Heat
metal with fire, and the metal will lose its shape. Round
objects spin on the surface of water, and hollow objects
float. Such are the laws of nature.

When the spring wind blows, soft rains fall to nourish
the earth. In the season of growth, birds lay eggs and
mammals give birth. Leaves sprout and flowers bloom. No
one has to tell the trees to grow and the animals to
procreate, because this is the natural way of things. When
the autumn wind blows, frost covers the ground. In the
season of waning, leaves wither and fall. Mammals and
birds feed constantly, building the energy that will help
them survive the winter. Insects and reptiles hide beneath
the earth. Trees shed their leaves and send their energy into



the roots. Fish swim to the bottom of lakes. Life seems to
disappear from nature, but no one is responsible for the
disappearance.

Birds build nests, sea creatures hide in underwater caves,
mammals rest on beds of grass, and humans build houses.
On land we travel on wheels; at sea we use a boat. Tribes in
the north trap animals for fur; people in the south grow
cotton. Each group adapts to its environment and develops
the skills necessary for its survival. This is the natural way
of things.

Many people plant trees without knowing the principles
of yin and yang. They do not know that trees native to the
south will wither if they are planted in the north. Not
understanding the nature of plants, they are surprised when
the trees die. Similarly, people who try to raise wild
animals in captivity do not know that wild animals do not
reproduce when they are removed from their natural
habitats. Not understanding the nature of animals, they are
surprised when the animals do not mate.

It is natural for oxen to have horns and for horses to have
manes, but it is unnatural for them to wear halters and
bridles. To force animals to wear these contraptions is an
example of human effort disrupting the natural way. When
something is forced to live against the natural way, it will
not survive. It is for this reason that we should not impose
our values and beliefs on peoples of other cultures.



Of all the things in the world, nothing is softer than
water. Water is accommodating and yielding, but its depth
cannot be plumbed and its boundaries cannot be measured.
Rising to the sky, it becomes rain and mist. Falling to earth,
it becomes springs and underground lakes. Life cannot
exist without water, and crops cannot be cultivated without
it. Water benefits all and has no favorites. It nourishes the
smallest insect and the largest mammal and does not expect
gratitude. It enriches the world and does not begrudge those
who use it.

Water is soft yet strong. Strike it, and it cannot be
injured. Pierce it, and it cannot be punctured. Grasp it, and
it cannot be held. Its strength can wear down stone and
metal. Its sustenance can nourish the whole world. It can
float in the sky as clouds, squeeze through narrow valleys
as streams, and spread across wide-open plains as lakes. It
takes from the earth and gives back to the earth. Unbiased
and nonjudgmental, it does not have notions of first and last
and does not distinguish between us and them. Everything is
equal in its eyes. Separating and merging, it blends with its
surroundings and is at one with the sky and the earth. Not
conforming to the left or the right, it can be straight or
meandering. Not restrained by space and time, it can be
present at the beginning and the end of all things.

The Tao is like water because it is soft and smooth. Its
softness and weakness can overcome the hard and the



strong. We do not know where water comes from and
where it may go. We only know that even though it does not
act, it benefits the whole world.

The Tao cannot be confined in shape and form because
the formless is the creator of all things. If we are alienated
from the Source, we will lose our connection to the Tao.
Stillness is a manifestation of virtue, and softness is the
foundation of the Tao. If we respect and seek it with
diligence, we can return to the void and the source of
creation. The void is the One that is united with all things. It
stands alone, yet its greatness extends everywhere. Above,
it reaches beyond the center and the eight directions.
Below, it penetrates the eight levels of the earth. It is not
concerned with petty details but is aware of the totality of
all things. It embraces the sky and the earth and is the
gateway to all principles. Its virtue is pure. It nourishes
everything and cannot be exhausted.

Look for it, and it cannot be seen. Listen for it, and it
cannot be heard. Try to touch it, and it cannot be felt.
Although it is formless, all things exist because of it.
Although it has no flavor, the five flavors are developed
from it. Although it has no color, the five colors originate
from it. Therefore, it is said that all things emerge from
nothingness and that substance originates from the
insubstantial. Although the myriad things differ in shape
and form, they all come from the same origin. There are



five notes in the (pentatonic) musical scale, yet no two
pieces of music are identical. There are five basic flavors,
yet all foods taste different. There are five basic colors, but
their combinations generate a large variety of hues.
Whether it is sound, flavor, or color, once the Origin is
known, the rest can be created.

The Tao is at the center of all creation. It reaches the
four directions and connects the sky and the earth. The
purity of the Tao is like a piece of uncarved jade. When it
first emerges, it appears muddy. Then with time it becomes
clear and fills the empty spaces. When still, it is as still as
the waters of a deep lake. When it moves, it is as elusive as
the floating clouds. It is there and yet not there. It exists
and yet does not exist. The Tao is where all things gather.
All events emanate from it. The Tao moves in an
unpredictable manner and changes in a mysterious way. It
leaves no tracks and casts no shadows. It starts off behind
but arrives first.

ENLIGHTENED LEADERSHIP

Sagely rulers govern without government and lead without
being leaders.

The ancient sages Fu Xi and Shen Nong understood the
Tao. They ruled with benevolence and brought peace and
harmony to the people. During their time (in the third
millennium B.CEE.), there were no bad omens and disasters.



The earth was stable, the stars moved in an orderly manner,
and the seasons were timely. These sagely rulers were at
one with everything. They flowed with the natural way and
appeared and disappeared with the beginning and the end of
things. Like clouds that move with the wind, rain, and
thunder, they were never at odds with the natural way. Like
spirits from other realms, they came like a dragon
descending and went like a phoenix rising.

Fu Xi and Shen Nong nourished the energy of life. Their
bones were strong, their meridians were open, and energy
moved through their bodies like a wheel that is always
turning. They did not abandon their original nature even
though they were cultured. They embraced simplicity and
did not indulge in luxury. They understood the meaning of
hidden virtue and did not display their accomplishments in
order to seek recognition. They came without fanfare,
taught without claiming credit, and departed without a trace.

The virtue of Fu Xi and Shen Nong supported the sky,
enriched the earth, and harmonized yin and yang. It
regulated the seasons and allowed spring, summer, autumn,
and winter to follow a timely course. It maintained the
balance of the five elements and allowed metal, wood,
water, fire, and earth to interact harmoniously. It nourished
life, watered the plants, and moistened metal and stone. It
made animals strong and swift, their fur soft and shiny, and
their plumage thick and bright. During the sages’ tenure of



leadership, there were no miscarriages, stillborns, or birth
defects. There were no orphans and widows, no wars and
disasters. So great was the virtue of Fu Xi and Shen Nong
that they not only brought peace and harmony to humanity
but also maintained the balance of nature.

The sagely leaders who embraced the Tao had a particular
way of governing their country. They covered their ears and
did not listen to gossip; they covered their eyes and were
not confused by illusions. They took away the glamour and
splendor, followed the principles of the Tao, refrained from
scheming, and lived in harmony with the citizens. They kept
a simple agenda and aimed for the small; they minimized
desire and were not burdened by attachments.

Peng Yi was a spirit who knew the workings of yin and
yang. An accomplished chariot driver, he steered his
vehicle in a unique way. His chariot was thunder, and his
horses were the clouds and the rainbows. He rode on the
mist and flew to the outermost reaches of the sky. As he
traveled farther and farther into other realms, his driving
skill improved, until he could journey to the limits of the
eight directions. Peng Yi was one with the forces of nature.
He could walk on the snow and leave no footprints. Even
the sun could cast no shadow on him. Moving like a spiral
on a ram’s horn, he rose with the wind and floated over the
grasslands, lakes, and mountains. When he descended to the
ground, the earth embraced him, and when he ascended to



the sky, the stars received him.

Many tried to compete with Peng Yi. Although they had
light carriages and fast horses, they could not catch up with
him. For Peng Yi had embraced the Tao and was at one with
everything. The sky was his canopy, the earth was his
chariot, and the seasons were his horses. He rode on the
vapor of the clouds, flew through the skies, and became one
with the Source. Traveling leisurely at his own speed, he ran
with the sun, the moon, and the stars. The rain spirit swept
his path and the wind spirit cleared his trails. His whip was
lightning and his wheels were thunder. Above, he wandered
in the emptiness and stillness of the great expanse. Below,
he penetrated the great gate of the formless and rootless.
His thoughts were clear, his senses keen, and nothing
escaped his scrutiny. He embraced the Tao, preserved his
life force, and cultivated his spirit.

Although he ventured far beyond the four directions, he
always returned to the Origin. Because the sky was his
shelter, he was not constricted. Because the earth was his
carriage, he was not encumbered. Because the seasons
were his horses, he traveled with the cycles of time.
Because yin and yang were his guides, he could traverse the
sky and earth with ease. And because he was at one with the
source of all things, Peng Yi could fly with the stars and
travel to the ends of the universe and not be tired. He did
not need to strain his limbs or bend his thoughts to



penetrate the mysteries of the sky or reach the boundaries
of the earth. Because he understood the workings of the
Tao, he could wander in the expanse of the limitless and see
into the sacredness of all things.

The ground underneath our feet is strong and firm
because it is content to be at the bottom of things. Water
can run fast because it is content to flow down and has no
desire to climb up. It is said that in ancient times, when
King Shun farmed in a certain region, one year later the
farmers there chose the poor plots and left the rich ones
for others. When he fished in a certain river, one year later
all the fishermen chose unfavorable fishing sites and left
the favorable ones to others. When Shun lived among the
people, he did not need to make speeches to win their
support. This was because his actions spoke for
themselves. When Shun ruled his kingdom, vassals sent him
tribute, unruly clans became respectable, and the citizens
were honest and content. He never issued orders, yet his
subjects were upright and virtuous. He never passed strict
laws, yet there was order and harmony.

The key to good government lies in the quality of
leadership. If the leader is not virtuous, the rest of the
government will simply be an unwieldy bureaucracy. If
things are allowed to follow the natural way, we will not
need to create organizations to run them. The sagely rulers
realized that good government means being connected to



the root of all things. Acting in accordance with the natural
way, they did not need to create an image of themselves in
front of the people. Because they refrained from scheming,
they were able to preserve their spirits. Because they
abstained from thoughts and actions that injure the body,
they were able to live long and healthy lives. Because they
cultivated stillness and followed the way of nonaction, they
were able to rule without the complexity of bureaucracy.
Because they followed the natural way, they could govern
by not governing and act by not acting.

KNOWING YOUR LIMITS

Know your limits, embrace softness, and abandon force.
Some people fail to catch fish even though they are skilled
at fishing. Others only have to drop a net into the water and
fish will swim toward it. Some people fail to bring home
prey even though they are skilled hunters. Others only have
to put a cage on the ground and animals will be lured into it.
Novices succeed when the experts fail because experts
often rely on technical know-how and abandon intuition. In
contrast, novices are more likely to be in tune with the
workings of the Tao because they are not blinded by the
tricks of the trade. As a result, they succeed where the
experts fail.

The natural way is simple and clear. Human effort,
however, is forced and unnecessarily complex. Human



effort relies on tricks and know-how. It bows to social
convention and is mixed up in the mud and dust of the
world. People who live according to natural ways are at one
with the vastness of the Tao, whereas those who live
according to petty and fixed ways are forever imprisoned
by rules.

A sharp eye can see grains of sand embedded in a rock
but cannot detect fish in deep waters. A keen ear can
discriminate the difference in timbre between two flutes
but cannot hear the sound of thunder a hundred miles away.
Atalented carpenter working alone can build a cabin but not
a warehouse. This is because skill, ability, and talent have
limits. The ways of the Tao, however, are limitless. If we
follow its principles, then even a monumental task like
bringing peace and harmony to the world will not be
difficult. The great King Yu of the Xia Dynasty (2070—
1600 B.CcE.) could turn back the flood waters because he
understood the nature of water. Shen Nong knew how to use
herbs as medicine because he understood the nature of
plants. The sages were able to accomplish things that were
deemed impossible not because they possessed technical
expertise but because they understood the Tao and the
natural way.

There was once a ruler who built a thirty-foot wall
around his capital. As soon as the wall was completed, the
nobles rebelled and the neighboring kingdoms invaded.



Seeing what was happening, his son dismantled the wall,
burned the weapons, disbanded the troops, and shared his
wealth with the citizens. Immediately the invasions
stopped, the nobles pledged loyalty, and diplomats from the
neighboring kingdoms arrived with gifts and tribute.

If you use force against others, you cannot expect them
to respect you. Designing heavy armor encourages the
forging of sharp swords, and building city walls will only
result in the construction of siege machines. If you try to
flush out muddy water with clear water, you will only churn
up more dirt. If a whip is used to tame a horse and a stick is
used to train a dog, even the greatest animal handlers will
fail. However, if there is no cruelty or domination in your
heart, even a hungry tiger will follow you home obediently.

It is difficult to explain the vastness of the ocean to a
fish living in a puddle, and it is impossible to describe frost
and snow to summer insects. Similarly, it is hard to discuss
the Tao with people who are imprisoned in their narrow
minds.

Skilled swimmers often drown, and skilled riders often
fall. This is because people with skill are more likely to
push their limits and risk themselves. In contrast, people
without skill usually know their limits and do not expose
themselves to danger. The more you want to achieve, the
more you will be willing to take risks. If you are content,
you will not feel the need to push yourself. As a result, you



will have more time to enjoy what you already have.

Once a man named Kong thought that his strength could
win a kingdom. He butted his head against a mountain and
tried to push it out of his way. But before he could
complete his task, he slipped and fell into the sea and
drowned. His clan was defeated, and none of his
descendants survived. Therefore, success and failure
depend not on effort and scheming but on knowing one’s
limits and abilities.

Those who embrace the Tao are soft and strong. They
hide their courage and do not impose their will on others.
They appear powerless and inactive but are fast and
efficient when they are required to act. They hold onto
stillness, maintain a low profile, and do not appear unique
and outstanding. Therefore, they are able to blend with the
times, hold on to their own principles, and live for a long
time.

Transform softness into hardness. Transform weakness
into strength. Keep it changing all the time. In this way, you
will understand the unity of things and be able to overcome
the many with the few. Be decisive when you act. Counter
adversity with calmness. If you want to be hard, you must
learn to be soft. If you want to be strong, you must know
what it means to be weak. Cultivate softness, and it will
become hard. Cultivate weakness, and it will become
strong. You can predict people’s fortunes by looking at how



much they can yield. The strong may be able to overcome
the weak but will lose their advantage if they encounter
others who are stronger. If you hide your strength, you will
always be at an advantage because your opponent cannot
estimate how strong you are.

The sage holds on to the stillness of the Tao and
embraces softness and gentleness. He responds naturally,
maintains a low profile, and acts last. In softness and
stillness, he can live in balance and contentment and can
overcome the greatest obstacles and wear down the hardest
stone. Being soft and gentle, he does not compete with
anyone. Therefore, no one can compete with him.

A powerful army will suffer an early defeat, a rigid
branch will break easily, and tough leather will crack and
split. The teeth may appear stronger than the tongue, but
they will fall out before the tongue loses its sense of taste.
Therefore, softness is the key to survival, and hardness is
the cause of destruction. A sharp sword invites challenges,
but who will want to challenge a dull blade? Thus, being
outstanding and unique can get you into trouble, but if you
maintain a low profile you will be safe.

If you rush into action, you’re likely to fail. If you wait
and observe before you act, you will have a better chance of
succeeding. People who act rashly usually end up as guinea
pigs and cannon fodder. Those who talk loud and act fast are
always exposed to danger. Those who follow, however, walk



on safer ground. These principles have been known for a
long time, but today only a few people understand them.

Not acting does not mean preventing things from
happening. Rather, it means waiting for the right moment to
act. Therefore, if you understand the principles of the Tao,
you can anticipate those who acted first by acting last.
Timeliness is the key to everything. Act before it is
appropriate, and you will fail. Act after the fact, and you
will also fail. Once an opportunity is lost, it will be gone
forever. It was said that King Yu did not bother to recover a
hat he had lost along the way. It wasn’t that he was in a hurry
or that he was careless about his belongings. Rather, it was
because he did not want small concerns to get in the way of
important matters.

KNOW CONTENTMENT AND LIVE SIMPLY

Live simply and find contentment, and you will preserve the
energy of life. If we stray from stillness, we will leave the
path of life. If we are trapped by emotions and desire, we
will enter the path of death. If we abandon the formless for
forms, we will be separated from the root of all things.
Keep a simple agenda, and you will not feel harried.
Minimize desire, and you will not have many needs. People
who tax their senses will tire themselves and not be able to
hear or see clearly. People who strain their mental capacity
to govern will injure their hearts. Therefore, the sage



achieves government through nongovernment. When the
laws of the state do not deviate from the natural way, the
people will not be burdened by bureaucracy and
unnecessary rules and regulations.

Extreme happiness and anger are not part of the natural
way. Frustration, sadness, and disharmony are the result of
virtues lost. Like and dislike create illusions and upset the
balance of centeredness. Pleasure and displeasure produce
anxiety and disrupt the stillness of one’s inner nature.
Anger harms the essence of yin, and excitement injures the
essence of yang. When yin and yang are unbalanced, speech
will be impaired and thoughts will be scattered. When
sadness and frustration accompany anger, illness is the
result. If there are too many likes and dislikes, mental
problems will arise.

When there is no sadness or elation, virtue can take hold.
When there is no pleasure or displeasure, there is balance.
To be at one with the void is to be free from desire. To be
centered is to be still. To be undisturbed by worldly matters
is to have mental clarity. Attain these states, and you will be
united with the light of the spirit. To be united with the
spirit is to have inner peace.

If you can regulate emotion and desire, you will succeed
in your endeavors. If you have inner peace, you will be able
to deal with the unexpected. If you are at peace with
yourself, the five viscera (heart, liver, spleen, lungs, and



kidneys) will be healthy, your thoughts will be clear, your
tendons will be strong, and your senses will be keen. When
the body is strong and the spirit is clear, you will not be
frustrated by obstacles. Your actions will be neither
excessive nor inadequate, and you will not be anxious and
irritable when things go wrong. You will not feel
constricted in a small room or disoriented in a wide-open
space. Free from desire and anxiety, you will be able to live
for a long time.

In ancient times people lived in caves and had few
luxuries, but their spirits were strong and they were happy.
Today people live like kings, but they are anxious and
worried. This is because people nowadays want to rule and
control instead of simply being connected to the vastness
of the Tao.

People who pursue fame and power will be destroyed by
their own ambition. If you spend your life accumulating
wealth, you will never be happy because you will never be
content. Forever trying to get what you don’t have, you will
eventually tire the body and harm the spirit. However, if
you know the meaning of contentment, you will be able to
maintain your health and live for a long time. Thus, if you
value life, you must know how to distinguish between wants
and needs.

You won’t find true happiness living in a large and
beautiful house. You won’t find it touring the world,



listening to loud music, seeing glamorous shows, and
tasting exquisite foods. You won’t find it riding in a luxury
vehicle or collecting trophies of magnificent animals. True
happiness comes when you are content with what you have.
If you are not excited by riches or frustrated by poverty,
you are truly happy. If you are truly happy, you can be as
still as yin and as brilliant as yang. When Zi Xia was a
student of Confucius (551-479 B.CE.), he admired the
virtue of the sages but was also attracted to the riches.
Unable to reconcile wealth and virtue, he became thin and
haggard. Finally, when he understood the meaning of virtue,
he regained his health.

The sage does not let the affairs of the world affect her
health and well-being. She does not let desire disturb the
stillness of her inner nature. She keeps her emotions in
moderation between extremes and maintains her balance no
matter what happens. The affairs of the world cannot
occupy her thoughts because in her thoughts there is only
the oneness of the Tao.

If you know the meaning of contentment, you will be
comfortable sitting under a tree or sleeping in a cave. On
the contrary, if you are not satisfied, you will not be happy
even if you have all the treasures in the world. Only those
who do not crave happiness will be truly happy, and only
those who are free from elation and sadness will know true
contentment. Some people are comfortable only when they



are surrounded by sounds and sights. They feel happy only
when there is loud music, good wine, and the company of
beautiful people. However, when the party is over, they are
left with an uncontrollable loneliness, as if they have lost
everything.

People experience inner emptiness because they do not
know the meaning of true happiness. They try to find
happiness in material things and sensual pleasure, and they
are sad and lonely when the music stops and the crowd
leaves. Trapped in an endless cycle of elation and sadness,
they do not realize that true happiness is found in stillness
and inner contentment. They live out their lives in illusion,
injuring themselves and losing that which can give them
true happiness.

If you cannot find contentment within, you will be
tempted to find satisfaction outside. But things that satisfy
you externally cannot nourish your skin and strengthen
your bones. Nor can they nurture your internal organs.
Without inner contentment, happiness will not last even if
you possess all the riches of the world.

Today many people talk about the wisdom of the
ancients, but few know how to practice it. People want the
wisdom but do not want the discipline required by the
practices. They imitate the rituals, but their actions have no
substance.

Floating leisurely on a river, riding in a luxurious



carriage, watching dancers whirl around in silk, listening to
music that excites, hunting water fowl by the banks of a
lake, and stalking deer in the forest—these are activities
that many think will bring them happiness. The sage,
however, is not deluded. He knows that being attached to
worldly things will weaken his spirit and disturb his inner
stillness.

Living in a shack with bare walls, feeling the cold wind
coming through the windows, slogging through a marsh and
climbing over mountains to get provisions, being away
from the comforts of a large city—these are conditions
that will drive an ordinary person mad. The sage, however,
does not let her surroundings affect her inner peace. The
crow makes the same cries in summer and winter; why
should we behave differently in good and bad times?

Life and inner nature are originally united. When the
fetus emerges in the mother’s womb, life is formed. When
this life leaves the mother’s womb, feelings of like and
dislike arise. Through socialization, regulations and rules
of behavior develop. However, those who have embraced
the Tao do not need rules to tell them how to behave.
Behaviors are only responses to situations, and if you are
stuck in one mode of behavior, you will not be able to adapt
to changing circumstances.

Those who can hold their inner nature of stillness are
connected to the Tao. Depending on the circumstances,



they can be round or square, bent or straight, bright or dull.
They can change with the situation yet be as permanent as
the sky and the earth. On top of a mountain, they are not
tall; inside a hollow, they do not diminish in height. They
are not proud when they are rich or self-conscious when
they are poor. In their youth they do not dazzle; in old age
they do not fade. Entering fire, they are not burned;
immersed in water, they do not drown. They do not need to
be powerful to be virtuous; they do not need to possess
material things to be rich; they do not need to display
strength to know they are strong.

Still as water, they always flow downward and follow the
gentlest path. Subtle as vapor, they can rise above obstacles
and float up to the sky. They hide their gold in the depths of
a mountain and their pearls at the bottom of the sea. Not
attracted by material things and positions of power, they
live out the fullness of life in contentment. Because they
do not equate hardship with sadness and poverty with
danger, they are not prisoners of external circumstances.
Without the burdens of attachment, they are at one with the
beginning and the end of things.

All creatures, even the smallest insects, are in touch with
the natural way and know intuitively what is beneficial and
what is harmful. They know that if they abandon their
natural tendencies, they will perish. When the spirit is in
command and energy is plentiful, we can distinguish colors



and sounds acutely, move our limbs agilely, make
observations clearly, and know the difference between true
and false intuitively. When the spirit is distracted, we
stumble, bump into obstacles, and have no control over our
thoughts, feelings, and actions. If the spirit is occupied with
little things, we are not able to see the big picture; if it is
preoccupied with thoughts inside, we ignore what is
happening outside; and if it is attracted to external things,
we neglect internal stillness.

The body is the vehicle of life, energy is the root of life,
and the spirit is the director of life. If one of them is
harmed, the others will also be injured. If the body is
aroused by pleasure, it will be harmed. If energy is used to
drive desire, it will dissipate. If the spirit is distracted and
left to wander, it will become dim.

When people do harmful things to themselves, such as
walking through fire, jumping over deep crevasses, and
diving into stormy seas, we consider them mad. However,
we do not consider people who harm body, spirit, and
energy for the sake of fame, fortune, and personal
achievement insane. This is because we do not understand
that striving for achievement harms body, energy, and spirit.
The spirit degenerates when it is used to scheme and
deceive. Energy dissipates when it is used to fuel negative
emotions. The body is weakened when it is driven to
achieve. When the spirit becomes too attached to worldly



things, it will stray. When energy is low, it won’t be able to
search for the wandering spirit and lead it back to the
center. When the body is weak, it will shut its doors so that
the spirit cannot return. This is what happens to people who
have pushed their mental activity beyond limits and worked
their bodies to exhaustion.



2

The Nature of Reality

WHAT IS REAL?

When we dream, we don’t know we are dreaming. When we
dream we are a bird, we sense that we are flying. When we
dream we are a fish, we sense that we are swimming in the
waters. Dreams feel real. It is only upon waking up that we
realize we have dreamed.

There was once a man who was transformed into a tiger.
When his brother came to see him, the man, who was now a
tiger, mauled him. We cannot say that this man lost his
senses and killed his brother, because when this man
became a tiger, the other man was no longer his brother.
When he was a tiger, he had no idea what it was like to be
human, and when he was human, he could not imagine what
it was like to be a tiger.

We assume that the reality that we live in is the ultimate
reality. While we are experiencing this reality, we cannot



conceive of other realities. However, when we transcend
this reality, we realize that we have been dreaming, and
after awakening from the dream, we cannot imagine how we
could have lived in illusion and not known it.

In winter, water freezes and becomes ice; in summer, ice
melts and becomes water. We accept these facts because
we know that this is the natural way of things. However,
when things turn from good to bad, we fret. This is because
we do not understand that good and bad times are also part
of the natural way of things.

If the body is exposed to extreme heat, cold, dryness,
and dampness, it will be injured. Injure the body, and the
spirit will be harmed. If the spirit is affected by excitement,
elation, sadness, frustration, and worry, it will be weakened.
Weaken the spirit, and the body will be injured. We are alive
because spirit and body are together. If they are separated,
we will die. Planning and scheming dissipate the spirit; hard
labor drains the body of vigor. If the energy of either body
or spirit is spent, the two will separate and we will die.

When an old horse dies, its skin withers and its hide
becomes brittle. However, the fur of a dead puppy is soft
and warm. This is because one animal has used up its life
energy and the other has not. When a young person dies an
unnatural death, the energy lingers even though the body is
dead. This energy can become a ghost to haunt the realm of
the living. When an old person dies naturally after living a



long life, all the energy is spent. The dead person’s soul
will therefore rest in peace. Knowing this, we should care
for our bodies and spirits and allow our energy to run its
natural course. In this way, we can live in contentment and
die in peace.

The Tao is the underlying reality of all things. It can
smooth the rugged and straighten the crooked. Therefore, if
you are connected with the Tao, you will not be hindered by
obstacles. Embrace the Tao, and you will be able to come
to terms with both good and bad times. If you choose to be
a leader, your skills will be respected and you will be
honored; if you choose to be a hermit, you will enjoy
happiness and contentment.

It is usually after a winter storm that we appreciate the
ability of evergreen trees to weather the cold. Similarly, it
is during times of hardship and danger that we appreciate
the ability of the sage to hold on to the Tao and not forget
its principles. Only those who can embrace the sky can
cover the earth. Only those who embody the great clarity
can see things as they are without preconceptions. And only
those who have the courage to walk in darkness can be as
bright as the sun and the moon.

Use the Tao as a rod, virtue as the line, propriety and
music as the hook, and compassion and integrity as the bait.
Cast them into the river or drop them into the ocean, and all
the things in the world will come to you.



The Tao is at the origin of things. It penetrates the sky
and the earth and extends beyond the four directions. It lets
things be and does not control or manipulate them. If we
understand the workings of the Tao, we will not try to
change the natural way of things. We will know that if
things are left to themselves, they will be in harmony with
the Tao. This is not because the Tao has made them so but
because the Tao lets them run their course.

THE ENLIGHTENED PERSON

Enlightened people can influence others by their presence.
In their company, the poor will not feel dejected, the rich
and powerful will not feel privileged, and the brave will not
be proud. Teachers will not need to teach, and ministers
will not need to advise. Guided by nonaction, the sage does
not need to speak to inspire others. Like a dragon or a
snake, he can lengthen or shorten, expand or contract, and
move or rest according to the demands of the situation.
Externally, his behavior is consonant with the times;
internally he keeps his own principles. His actions do not
dazzle, his eyes and ears do not judge, and his thoughts do
not wander. United with the spirit, he embraces simplicity
and lives in the realm of the great clarity. Because he is in
harmony with all things, everything blooms in his presence.

The enlightened person knows that the sky, the earth, the
four directions, the breath of yin and yang, the moisture of



rain and dew, and acts of virtue are all part of the greater
scheme of things belonging to a universal harmonious
order. There are many species of trees, but they are all the
same in the eyes of the Tao. Different nations have
different customs, but to the Tao they are one large family
of people. Everything in the universe is connected. It is said
that seeing the flight of ravens and hearing the sound of
flutes can conjure images of the frontier. When clouds
gather, rain will fall. When moisture penetrates the earth, it
becomes one with the soil. Cloud, rain, water, and soil
respond to one another not because they have certain skills
but because they are part of the natural way of things. Focus
on differences, and things in proximity will feel distant.
Focus on unity, and everything will be connected and
related to everything else.

Many philosophers try to solve the problems of the
world, but they can only offer limited solutions. This is
because they are not connected with the Source. For
example, Sunzi (544-496 B.CE.), Mozi (470-391 BCE.),
and Mencius (372-289 B.cE.) all had different views on
good government and effective leadership, but their
teachings are like single spokes on a wheel that are neither
necessary nor sufficient for the wheel to function.
Although it is possible to build a functioning wheel without
spokes, it is not possible to build a wheel with only spokes.
It is the structural roundness of the wheel, not the spokes,



that makes the wheel work.

The sage knows that when something is separated from
its source, its use is limited. Take, for example, the bits of
metal that fly from the forge when a sword is being
hammered on the anvil. These metal bits do not have much
use in and of themselves because they are not part of the
sword being made at the forge. They may have small uses,
but because they are disconnected from the larger whole,
they cannot be made into a functional object. Therefore,
things that are not connected to the greater order cannot be
the touchstone of reality, and teachings that are not
connected to the Tao cannot offer a vision of the greater
order of things.

Today, people are more concerned with acquiring skill
than being connected to the natural way. Martial artists,
calligraphers, and even government ministers all learn from
a standard set of instructions. If these disciplines are
learned separately, a skilled calligrapher cannot become an
accomplished warrior, and an expert martial artist cannot
become a good minister. Skill is specific to a single area of
expertise and does not give us an understanding of the
nature of action. If you understand the natural way, however,
you will know that the principles behind calligraphy, the
martial arts, and statecraft are the same.

When something is removed from the Source, it no
longer has the same properties. Cloth dyed black can



appear darker than the dye, but the dyed cloth cannot be
used as the source of the dye. Similarly, knowledge is
diluted when it is removed from the Source. The farther it
is from the Source, the less effective it will be. Even the
teachings recorded in books are empty words if they are
not connected to the Source.

If the sky is not balanced, the sun and the moon will not
follow their paths. If the earth is not balanced, trees and
grass will not grow. If we are not in harmony and at peace
with ourselves, we will not be able to distinguish truth from
lies. Therefore, true knowledge can only come from the
heart of an enlightened person. If we do not know the
ultimate reality, how can we know whether something is
true or false? The sage puts her spirit at the center of her
being and returns to the state before things were born, but
she is able to see, hear, and act in clarity. Because she has
no intention, she can accomplish great things. Because she
knows through not-knowing, she can understand the
ultimate reality.

To be kind, compassionate, and generous and to bring
happiness to others—this is benevolence. Achieving great
deeds, commanding respect from others, setting things in
order, separating private and public interests,
discriminating the useful from the useless, keeping the
country safe, training others for succession, putting down
rebellions, building temples and shrines, and being kind to



orphans and widows—this is integrity. Closing the nine
openings of the body, hiding intention and will, abandoning
know-how, returning to the state of not-knowing, wandering
far from the dust of the world, living leisurely in the realm
of nonaction, embracing yin and yang, and being at one with
everything—this is virtue.

THE TAO AND VIRTUE

When the Tao flourishes, there is virtue. When virtue is
absent, benevolence and integrity emerge. Once
benevolence and integrity are here to stay, virtue will be
gone. Laozi (604-531 B.CcE.) once said that the great Tao
can dissolve benevolence and integrity and that
benevolence and integrity can destroy the Tao. This is
because when there is wvirtue, there is no need for
benevolence and integrity. When virtue is gone,
benevolence and integrity are needed to maintain order in
society. Virtue is part of the Tao; benevolence and integrity
are creations of humanity. Virtue is part of the natural way;
benevolence and integrity appear when the natural way is
abandoned.

When society disintegrates, philosophers and teachers
appear. In the final years of the Zhou Dynasty (1046-256
B.CE.), the followers of Confucius and Mozi debated what
the best form of government is and how to end social
strife. They promoted their ideas and attacked their



opponents. If they could not impress people with flowery
speeches, they intimidated them with a display of
knowledge. They posed as champions of social harmony
and promoted culture and rules of behavior. Complicating
an already complex society, codes of correct actions
multiplied. People began to accept the expectations set up
by society. They wanted to realize their ambitions, leave a
visible legacy of their accomplishments, and be admired by
future generations. They displayed their virtue, promoted
their abilities, and abandoned the real for the false. As a
result, they became ill and weak as they strayed farther and
farther from the path of life.

THE SAGE AND VIRTUE

The sage is never far from virtue, and virtue is never far
from the Tao.

When a large and beautiful tree is felled, it becomes just
like any other tree. Floating down the river, it may appear
better than logs of lower quality, but the essential
difference between it and the other trees is gone. This is
because it lost its essence when it was removed from the
earth. Similarly, a person who loses his or her essence
becomes an empty hulk. When spirit and energy stray,
words and promises are empty. When virtue departs,
actions are insincere. When the connection with the Tao is
broken, behaviors are dictated by external pressure.



Without essence, a person is an empty shell, acting to
please others rather than following his or her own true
nature. Smothered by desire and greed, he or she is no
longer rooted in the Origin. Buried in the dust of the world,
he or she becomes a slave of desire and a prisoner of the
will of others.

The sage focuses on his inner nature and is not
concerned with external form and appearances. Not
allowing worldly matters to distract his senses, he can
journey to the realm of clarity, know the depth of the
springs of the earth, and explore the nine levels of the sky.
He can merge with the realm of the void and wander in the
expanse of nothingness. Externally, he can travel beyond
this world; internally, he can rest within the abode of his
spirit. With the wind and rain as heralds and the stars as
companions, he can travel far and wide, for there is nothing
in the universe that can bind or hold him.

The sage returns her inner nature to its beginnings and
guides her spirit to the realm of the void. She follows the
supreme teachings of the limitless and lives in a state of
complete emptiness. The ordinary person, however, lives in
a world consisting of rules and regulations that are
designed to constrain her inner nature. Her thoughts are
filled with anxiety, and her senses are fatigued by constant
excitement. She promotes pettiness in the name of
benevolence, integrity, and culture so that she can display



her skills and gain fame and recognition.

The void is the home of the Tao, and simplicity is its
nature. When we tax spirit and energy to gain fame and
fortune, we will stray from the abode of the spirit and lose
our clarity. The ordinary person wants what he does not
have. People who don’t like the cold will long for the heat
of the summer; those who can’t stand the heat will want the
cool breezes of autumn. The poor want to be rich, the rich
want to be famous, and the famous want to have power. The
sage, however, is free from the burdens and desires of the
ordinary person because he is in touch with the greater
order of things.

Carp is found in deep river gorges and not in a puddle of
water on a muddy road. Large trees are found on high
mountains and not in a small backyard. Similarly, the
greatness of the Tao is found in the bright spirit of the sage
and not in the limited consciousness of the ordinary
person.

If I had to choose between having friends and possessing
the world, I would choose to have friends. If I had to
choose between being liked by others and being at one with
the beginning and end of things, I would choose to be at one
with the beginning and end of things, to wander between
existence and nonexistence.

The sage is in touch with the nature of things. In summer,
she does not wear a coat. In winter, she does not carry a fan.



She cooks according to her appetite and buys clothing
according to her needs. If you are content with the
essentials, how can desire creep into your life? Those who
truly own the world do not pursue ambitions, and those who
are truly honored do not seek fame. Those who want to be
recognized, however, display virtuous behavior and hope
that their actions will win praise and respect. They do not
know that virtuous behaviors are but appearances and that to
try to return to the Origin through appearances is as
difficult as trying to get roots to grow from leaves.

The sage does not feel elated when he is praised or
dejected when he is blamed. At peace with life and death,
he is not excited about living or anxious about dying. Even
if he is engulfed by fire or swept by floods, his spirit
remains calm and balanced.

It is natural for water to be clear and still; it is the
presence of mud that makes it murky. Human nature tends
toward stillness; it is desire that makes it attached to things.
The ear responds to sound, the eye to light, the tongue to
taste, the nose to smell, and the skin to heat and cold.
However, when there is desire, the eyes see beauty and
ugliness, and the ears hear praise and criticism. When the
senses respond to likes and dislikes, they lose their natural
function. As a result, we will not be able to see a pit in our
path or hear the thunder of an approaching storm.

The spirit is the well of intelligence. If its source is



clear, intelligence will be clear. If intelligence is bright, the
heart will be peaceful. Troubled waters cannot produce
clear reflections, but the surface of calm waters will image
everything clearly. A rusty plate is not an effective mirror,
but a piece of polished metal will produce a clear image.
Similarly, true nature is revealed most clearly when the
thoughts are still. If the Tao grows in your heart, peace and
contentment will follow. Just as a polished mirror is not
tainted by dust, a clear intelligence is not distracted by
desire and craving.

The spirit is the root, and intelligence is its branches. If
we try to recover the root by gathering the branches, we
will never get to the Source. However, if we can hold on to
the roots, the branches will naturally be gathered.

When the eye is busy scrutinizing a piece of hair, the ear
will not hear the sound of distant thunder. When the ear is
busy discriminating minute differences in musical tones,
the eye will not notice distant mountains. When we are too
concerned with details, we will not see the big picture of
things. Similarly, when we are attracted to things in the
world, it is difficult to hold on to the great Tao and keep the
stillness within.

Muddy water becomes clear only after it has been left
undisturbed for a long time. However, clear water will
become murky the moment mud is thrown into it.
Similarly, although it takes time and discipline to dissolve



your thoughts, it takes only one speck of desire to disrupt
the stillness.

FOLLOWING THE NATURAL WAY

Following the natural way brings harmony and prosperity.
When the ways of the Tao were followed, merchants
prospered, farmers reaped good harvests, and hermits were
free to cultivate the Tao. Even civil servants were diligent
in their duties. During those times, wind and rain did not
destroy houses, grass and trees did not wither, the nine
regions of the country stood firm, jade stones and pearls
were large and bright, and the sages were able to use their
wisdom to benefit others. Things went well for everyone
because the sagely rulers followed the way of their
ancestors and placed the welfare of the people above all
other concerns.

When the ways of the Tao were abandoned, things went
badly for everyone. Honest citizens were imprisoned and
tortured, farmers lost their crops, merchants could not do
business, earthquakes and floods devastated the country,
people and animals were born deformed, and sages were
nowhere to be found.

When a lake dries up, the fish disappear. When a forest is
stripped of trees, the birds vanish. When the ways of the
Tao are abandoned, the sages hide. Like fish and birds,
sages need a conducive environment in which to flourish.



This is why things are better for everyone if the ways of the
Tao are followed.

Prosperous cities can be reduced to rubble overnight by
an earthquake. When natural disasters strike, everyone is
affected: rich and poor, sage and criminal, coward and
warrior. When fire sweeps through a forest, everything is
burned: trees, flowers, weeds, medicinal herbs, and
poisonous plants. Fish and marine life cannot thrive in
polluted waters; fruits and grains are damaged if there is an
early frost. Similarly, the sage will not thrive if the
environment does not support her existence.

A horse tied to a fence is no different from a mule; we
can appreciate the speed of the horse only if it is given the
freedom to run. A monkey in a cage is no different from a
chicken; we can appreciate the monkey’s cunning only if it
is allowed to explore. When King Shun was a farmer and a
blacksmith, he could only help his neighbors. However,
when he became emperor, he was able to help all the people
in his kingdom. This is not because he was more virtuous as
a king than as a farmer, but because as a leader he had more
opportunities to exercise his virtue.

When conditions are right, things will thrive; when
conditions are not conducive, things will wither. Thus, when
life is nurtured by the stillness of inner nature, it will
flourish; when inner nature is nourished by the fullness of
life, it will develop; and when people are born and raised in



times of peace and harmony, they will naturally become
sages.
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The Natural World

IN THE BEGINNING

Before sky and earth were separated, everything was
formless and undifferentiated. This was called the Great
Beginning. The Great Beginning gave birth to the void, and
the void gave birth to the universe. In the universe was
vapor, and when vapor became differentiated, it separated
into sky and earth. The clear light vapor of yang rose to
become the sky, and the heavy muddy vapor of yin sank to
become the earth. Since the vapor of yang rose faster than
the vapor of yin could sink, the sky was formed before the
earth.

When the primordial energies of the earth and the sky
copulated, yin and yang emerged. The interaction of yin and
yang generated the four seasons, and the cycles of the four
seasons gave life to all things. The essence of yang was
gathered to form fire, and from the essence of fire the sun



was born. The essence of yin was gathered to form water,
and from the essence of water the moon was born. When
the procreative essences of the sun and moon were brought
together, the stars emerged.

THE WAYS OF NATURE

The sky is round; the earth is square. Squareness is
associated with darkness, and roundness is associated with
brightness. Brightness expands and spreads outward;
therefore, it is manifested in the rays of the sun. Darkness
contains and draws inward; therefore, it is manifested in the
light of the moon. That which expands initiates the
beginning of things, and that which contains completes the
transformation.

When the expansive vapor of the sky is angry, there is
wind. When the containing vapor of the earth is
harmonious, there is rain. When the vapors of yin and yang
compete, there is thunder; when they are unruly, there is
fog. If yang dominates yin, the fog becomes rain or dew; if
yin dominates yang, the fog becomes frost or snow.

Creatures with fur and feathers are yang in nature.
Therefore, it is natural for them to run and fly. Creatures
with scales and shells are yin in nature. Therefore, it is
natural for them to hide. The sun contains the essence of
yang. Yang-oriented animals respond to the sun by shedding
their fur and plumage in summer and thickening them in



winter. The moon contains the essence of yin. When the
moon wanes, fish diminish in size and the bodies of
mollusks shrink.

Fire rises and water descends. Therefore, birds, which
are yang in nature, fly in the sky, and fish, which are yin in
nature, dive to the bottom of the sea.

All things are connected and respond to one another.
When the tiger roars, wind will whistle through the valleys.
When the dragon flies, clouds will be formed in the sky.
When lions fight, there will be eclipses of the sun and the
moon. When whales die, shooting stars will appear. When
silkworms spin their cocoons, the strings of the zither will
become brittle and break. When the planet Venus falls to
the horizon, the waters of the sea will become restless.

The actions of humanity also affect the natural world.
When there is lot of killing, gales and tornadoes will
appear. When power is misused, locusts and other harmful
insects will multiply. When innocent people are killed,
there will be drought. When there is injustice, there will be
floods and rainstorms. Therefore, spring, summer, autumn,
and winter are enforcers of celestial judgment. The sun and
the moon are celestial messengers, the conjunction of stars
and planets signifies a gathering of celestial power, and
rainbows and shooting stars are omens.

THE SKY AND THE EARTH



There are nine domains in the celestial realm, arranged in a
grid of nine squares. The square in the center, called the
central celestial domain, is the highest part of the celestial
realm.

There are five ‘“roving stars” (planets). The metal star
rules the west. Its animal is the white tiger, and it is
associated with autumn and the color white. The wood star
rules the east. Its animal is the green dragon, and it is
associated with spring and the color green. The water star
rules the north. Its animal is the black tortoise, and it is
associated with winter and the color black. The fire star
rules the south. Its animal is the red raven (or phoenix), and
it is associated with summer and the color red. The earth
star rules the center. Its animal is the yellow dragon, and it
is associated with all four seasons and the color yellow.

The earth lies within the six realms (north, south, east,
west, above, and below) and the four directions, which are
delineated by the apparent paths of the sun, the moon, and
the stars. Each year is ruled by a guardian star and regulated
by the four seasons.

Land extending east and west is measured by longitude,
and land extending north and south is measured by latitude.
Mountains are associated with benevolence and virtue; they
are the root of all things. Water is associated with
intelligence and judgment; it rewards and punishes. High
ground is yang; therefore, it is associated with activity. Low



ground is yin; therefore, it is associated with rest. Mounds
are yang and male in nature. Hollows are yin and female in
nature.

THE SEASONS

The eight winds mark eight seasonal changes.
Approximately forty-five days after the winter solstice, the
slanting-rain wind arrives. In ancient times, this is when
prisoners who committed petty crimes were released.
Approximately forty-five days later, the cleansing and
forgiving wind arrives. During this time, the fields are
inspected and irrigation ditches are repaired.
Approximately forty-five days later, the bright and clear
wind arrives. At this time the people offer their best woven
cloth to the sky in thanksgiving. Approximately forty-five
days later, the goodwill wind arrives. This is when common
citizens who have contributed to the welfare of the state are
rewarded. Approximately forty-five days later, the cool-
breeze wind arrives. At this time grains and fruits are
offered to the earth in thanksgiving. Approximately forty-
five days later, the confining wind arrives. During this
time, musical instruments are packed and stored.
Approximately forty-five days later, the noncirculating
wind arrives. This is the time when houses, public
buildings, and roads are repaired. Approximately forty-five
days later, the frontier wind arrives. At this time, the city



gates are closed and the bridges are drawn. It is also the
time when certain types of criminals are punished.

THE FIVE ELEMENTS

Wood chokes earth, earth blocks water, water extinguishes
fire, fire destroys metal, and metal cuts wood. Rice grows
in spring and dies in autumn, peppers grow in summer and
die in winter, wheat grows in autumn and dies in summer,
and legumes and root vegetables grow in winter and die in
summer.

When wood is strong, water is weak. When fire begins to
strengthen, metal suffocates and earth dies. When fire is
strong, wood is weak. When earth begins to strengthen,
water suffocates and metal dies. When earth is strong, fire
is weak. When metal begins to strengthen, wood suffocates
and water dies. When metal is strong, earth is weak. When
water begins to strengthen, fire suffocates and wood dies.
When water is strong, metal is weak. When wood begins to
strengthen, earth suffocates and fire dies.

There are five primary colors, five flavors, and five
elements. Of the colors—yellow, white, black, green, and
red—yellow is dominant. Of the five flavors—sweet, spicy,
sour, salty, and bitter—sweet is dominant. Of the five
elements—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth—earth is
dominant.

Strengthen wood to restrain earth, cultivate wood to



strengthen fire, restrain fire to strengthen clouds, cultivate
clouds to obtain rain (water), and strengthen earth to
restrain water. Use earth to neutralize water, use water to
overcome fire, use fire to melt metal, and use metal to
restrain wood. These are the principles of the interactions
of the five elements.

THE NATURAL CYCLE OF THE SEASONS AND THE MONTHS

The ancient sages were in tune with the seasons. They
observed the changes in nature and kept in touch with the
natural order of things. If humanity is not in harmony with
the seasons, the balance of nature will be disrupted and
disasters will occur.

The first solar month is at the beginning of spring. The
ceremonies in this month focus on blessing the household.
When the east winds begin to blow, the ice melts. The
worms stir, the fish swim to the surface of the lakes, the
bears awaken from hibernation and hunt fish at the river
shallows, and the ravens begin their journey north.

Table 1. Solar months with corresponding wind seasons and activities
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* In the Chinese calendar, the first day of spring is not the spring equinox, as the
Western calendar assigns, nor is the autumn equinox the first day of autumn;
instead, the equinoxes mark the midpoint of the seasons. The same distinction
applies for the summer and winter solstices.

In this month, the enlightened ruler rewards trustworthy
subjects, lessens the burdens of the people, and reduces
taxes. On the first day of spring, the priests purify the
ceremonial grounds, offer jade to the spirits, and ask for
blessings and protection. Logging is forbidden, as are the
gathering of eggs and the hunting of female animals. In this
month, there is no construction of government and public
buildings, because the people need to recover from a long
winter.

If the appropriate ceremonies for the month are not
performed, there will be disasters. If the rites of summer
are performed in spring, wind and rain will be
unpredictable, grass and trees will wither, and there will be
fear and anxiety among the people. If the rites of autumn
are performed in spring, there will be epidemics,
tornadoes, and rainstorms. Weeds will also grow out of
control and destroy the crops. If the rites of winter are
performed in spring, floods, hailstorms, and early frost will
destroy the harvest.

The second month is in the middle of spring. Soft rains
begin to fall, and the prune and cherry trees start to flower.
Worms and insects emerge from their nests and holes. The



sound of the yellow birds is heard, and hawks and eagles are
seen hovering over the fields.

In this month, the judges inspect the prisons and lessen
the sentences of offenders who have committed lesser
crimes. Wardens are reminded to treat the prisoners fairly;
gifts are sent to orphans, widows, and the elderly; and
attention is given to the cultivation of roots and tubers.

During this month, the weighing scales of merchants are
inspected to ensure that they comply with government
standards. Opening the gates of irrigation ditches, burning
trees, and using nets to catch fish are all prohibited. There
are no military excursions or training this month because
the citizens need to get their fields plowed.

If the rites of autumn are performed in the second
month, there will be floods, icy winds, and violent crimes.
If the rites of winter are performed, the breath of yang will
not be sufficient to withstand the cold air. Consequently,
the wheat crop will be destroyed, and there will be famine
and social disorder. If the rites of summer are performed,
there will be drought. The heat waves will arrive early, and
insects will ruin the crops.

The third month is at the end of spring. In this month,
trees begin to bloom, and field mice can be seen
scampering in the fields. Rainbows are frequent, and water
lilies begin to grow in the ponds.

During this month, boats are inspected and damages are



repaired. Fish is offered at the shrines, and special
ceremonies are performed to ensure a good harvest at sea.
The breath of life is strongest in the third month because
the vapor of yang penetrates deep into the earth to make all
things grow. Farmers are encouraged to devote all their
efforts to cultivation. No tribute is collected, and poor
families are given subsidies of seeds and farming supplies.
Gifts of cloth and coins are sent to the nobles and civil
servants who have contributed to the welfare of the state.
Dams and irrigation ditches are inspected and repaired
before the start of the rainy season. To prevent flooding,
each town mobilizes its citizens to repair the dikes and
dredge the water channels. The sale and transportation of
hunting weapons, poison, and traps are forbidden, as is the
cutting of mulberry trees.

In this month, the forest is alive with birds, the leaves of
the mulberry tree are fully grown, and the equipment for
silk making is readied. The emperor’s courtiers are
instructed to abstain from meat, take ritual baths, and help
with the gathering of silk. The government’s storage of
gold, iron, leather, and dyes are inspected, and silk- and
clothing-making equipment is upgraded or repaired. Special
days are set aside for fairs and festivities so that the people
can rest and enjoy music and entertainment. At the fairs,
stud animals from the imperial stables are made available
for breeding so that farmers and herders can maintain a



healthy stock of oxen and horses. Throughout the country,
ceremonial offerings are made at the city gates to ward off
evil and destructive forces.

If the rituals for this month are performed correctly,
there will be adequate rain in the growing season. However,
if the rites of winter are performed in this month, there will
be cold winds in the growing season. Crops will die, and
there will be fear and anxiety among the people. If the rites
of summer are performed, there will be epidemics. Rain
will be inadequate, and the trees and grass will die. If the
rites of autumn are performed, the sky will be cloudy, and
there will be floods, war, and destruction.

The fourth month is at the beginning of summer. The
ceremonies of this month focus on honoring the spirit of
the hearth. With the coming of summer, the sounds of
crickets and toads are heard. Night crawlers emerge from
the tilled earth, the peach trees bear fruit, and bitter melons
ripen.

On the first day of summer, ceremonies welcoming the
summer are performed south of the capital. After the
ceremony, government officials who have contributed to
the welfare of the state are promoted. A feast is prepared,
and citizens known for their virtue and filial piety are
recruited into the civil service.

During this month, no buildings are to be demolished, no
new structures erected, and no large trees felled.



Grasslands are inspected, and their natural resources are
estimated. Farmers are told to watch for wild animals and
birds that may destroy the crops. When the first grains of
the wheat are harvested, there are ceremonies of
thanksgiving, and petty criminals are released from prison.!
In this month, the state apothecaries are inspected to
ensure that there are sufficient herbs in case of epidemics.

If the rites of autumn are performed in early summer,
there will be excessive rain, and crops will not grow.
People in the villages will starve, and the cities will be
filled with beggars. If the rites of winter are performed,
grass and trees will wither early, and cities will be
destroyed by floods. If the rites of spring are performed,
there will be locusts and windstorms, and the fruits will not
ripen.

The fifth month is in the middle of summer. At this time,
yang is at its height. Praying mantises are seen in the fields,
bird songs are heard in the woods, and the sounds of the
toads have disappeared. The ceremonies of this month
focus on honoring the spirits of the mountains, rivers, and
springs. During this month, the important ceremony of
rainmaking is also performed. The rituals are accompanied
by music and the offering of wheat grains, chickens,
apricots, and peaches.

In this month, the cutting of blue grass and the burning of
charcoal for cloth dying are forbidden, as is the drying of



large quantities of cloth under the hot sun. The city gates
are opened, and merchandise from the border towns is
made available in the markets. The sentences of serious
offenders are reduced, and food and supplies are given to
widows, orphans, and the elderly.

During this month, the oxen and the horses are pregnant.
Livestock is rounded up, horses are trained, and the
pregnant animals are put in separate stalls for safety.

As summer reaches its height, the deer grow their
antlers, the sounds of cicadas are heard, and the summer
grasses are tall. Open fires in the countryside are
prohibited. Shepherds are encouraged to take their flocks
to high pastures, and citizens are allowed to move to the
mountains or live in tree houses to escape the heat.

If the rites of winter are performed in the fifth month,
hail and frost will damage the crops, roads will be blocked
by landslides, and there will be mutiny among the troops. If
the rites of spring are performed, the crops will not ripen,
harmful insects will destroy the seeds, and there will be
famine. If the rites of autumn are performed, grass and
trees will wither, fruits will be sour, and there will be
drought and plagues.

After the summer solstice, the breath of yin begins to
rise. Yang and yin vie for control, and as the breath of yin
continues to grow, life gives way to decay and death.
During this time, people need to purify themselves by



abstaining from meat and sensual activities. Government
ministers and officials should use this time to observe the
changes of yin and yang and plan their policies.

The sixth month is at the end of summer. During this
month, the cool winds begin to blow. Crickets hide in the
cracks in the walls, young eagles take their first flight, and
the grass is cut for fodder. The ceremonies of this month
focus on honoring the guardians of the earth and the four
directions.

In this month, the fishermen are mobilized to capture sea
snakes and sharks so that the waters are safe for travel.
Woodlands are inspected, and fodder is collected and
stored. The dead are remembered in memorial services, the
sick are comforted, and the elderly are given supplies of
rice. The newly dead are buried with gifts and offerings so
that they can make their journey back to the earth.

By the end of summer, the trees are at the height of their
growth. The logging of growing trees is prohibited; only
dead trees and fallen branches are allowed to be gathered
for firewood. The soil is moist and rich, the weather is hot,
and there is frequent rain. This is when the grass should be
cut and mulched, so that the soil will be rich for the years
to come. In this month, there is no large-scale public
construction and no conscription.

If the rites of spring are performed in late summer, the
grains will wither. The people will suffer from colds and



respiratory diseases, and there will be many homeless
people wandering the countryside. If the rites of autumn are
performed, there will be floods in the lowlands. Crops will
not ripen, and there will be birth defects and infant
mortality. If the rites of winter are performed, cold winds
will blow. Vultures will prey on young animals, and the
people will abandon their fields to take shelter in the cities.

The seventh month is at the beginning of autumn. The
ceremonies of the seventh month focus on honoring the
guardians of doors and entrances. In this month, cool winds
blow and frost begins to fall. The sounds of the winter
cicadas are heard, and eagles and hawks increase their
hunting activity. This is also the time when prisoners on
death row are executed.

During this month, citizens who are unfilial,
disrespectful, and quarrelsome are brought before the
magistrates and punished. On the first day of autumn, the
ceremony of welcoming the season is performed in the
fields west of the capital. After the ceremony, military
officers and soldiers who have demonstrated bravery are
rewarded. The commanders are instructed to train the
troops and raise morale. Soldiers who have distinguished
themselves in training are promoted and given the chance
to lead military excursions against bandits and
insubordinate tribute kingdoms. Patrols are increased along
the nation’s borders to ensure that the frontier towns are



protected from invasion. In the towns and villages, the
judges review the codes of law, inspect the prisons, and try
cases of rape and domestic violence.

In the beginning of autumn, things in the natural world
begin to decay. The last grains are harvested, taxes are
collected, dams are strengthened, government buildings are
repaired, and public construction projects are initiated. In
this month, no titles are invested, no ambassadors are sent,
and no coins are minted.

If the rites of this month are performed properly, the
heat of summer will dissipate and the cool winds will
arrive. However, if the rites of winter are performed in
autumn, the breath of yin will stifle the land. Insects will
destroy the harvest, and there will be war. If the rites of
spring are performed, there will be drought. The breath of
yang will choke the land, and the five grains will not ripen.
If the rites of summer are performed, there will be forest
fires in winter. Heat and cold will be unpredictable, and
there will be epidemics.

The eighth month is at the height (middle) of autumn. At
this time, flocks of migrating birds are seen heading for
warmer lands.

During this month, serious offenders and hardened
criminals are sentenced. Prison security is increased, and
justice is carried out swiftly. The elderly are given clothing
and food supplies. Military installations, barracks, bridges,



irrigation ditches, granaries, barns, and warehouses are
repaired or built. Grain, dried vegetables, and hay are
collected into warechouses in preparation for winter.
Farmers are encouraged to plant wheat before winter
arrives, and those who neglect their duties are fined.

In midautumn, the breath of life continues to dissipate.
The vapor of yang decreases daily. Water begins to chill. At
this time of year, weights and measures are checked and
calibrated. Border gates are unlocked, markets are opened,
and merchants are encouraged to travel between villages.
Goods from different parts of the country are circulated
and sold, citizens are encouraged to travel for leisure, and
people from foreign countries are invited to visit and
conduct business. In this way, the economy of the nation
thrives, and the treasury is filled.

If the rites of spring are performed at the height of
autumn, there will be no rain. Flowers and trees will not
wither, to prepare for winter, and there will be fear and
distrust among the people. If the rites of summer are
performed, there will be severe drought. The worms will
not burrow into the earth, and there will be no harvest the
next year. If the rites of winter are performed, there will be
windstorms and untimely rain, and grass and trees will
wither early.

The ninth month is at the end of autumn. By this time, the
birds have migrated south. The chrysanthemum flowers are



in bloom, and leopards and tigers are constantly hunting.

During this month, frost begins to fall. Dried food,
fodder, firewood, and other provisions are collected and
stored for the winter. Public works are halted. Construction
workers and farmers are advised to return home so that
they will not be exposed to the chilly winds. The rate of
taxation and tribute for the next year, based on the yield of
the past year, is announced.

In the last month of autumn, soldiers are drilled and
assigned to battalions. Commanders, troops, and war
machines are assembled in the training fields, and military
exercises are conducted.

By this time of year, the grass has withered, the trees are
without leaves, and animals have burrowed into the ground.
The cutting of trees is prohibited; firewood must be
gathered from fallen branches. Criminal cases are tried, and
sentences are passed. Delinquent taxes and tribute are
collected, and excesses are returned. Obstacles are cleared
from the roads to ensure that traffic on the main
thoroughfares can move smoothly.

If the rites of summer are performed in late autumn,
there will be disastrous flooding. The provisions stored for
winter will be damaged, and there will be widespread
epidemics of colds and respiratory problems. If the rites of
winter are performed, bandits and thieves will thrive.
Border towns will be invaded, and there will be



earthquakes. If the rites of spring are performed, there will
be hot winds in the cool months. The people will be lazy
and weak, and there will be war and violence.

The tenth month is at the beginning of winter. The
ceremonies of this month focus on honoring the spirit of
wells and springs.

In this month, water begins to freeze. The ground is cold,
and earthworms have disappeared. The nation is readied for
winter. The relocation of homes is prohibited, and those
caught on the road are transported back to their respective
hometowns. Criminals on death row are executed, and
instigators of civil disturbance are punished.

On the first day of winter, the ceremony of welcoming
the winter season is performed in the fields north of the
capital. After the ceremony, those who have died in the
service of the nation are honored. Gifts are sent to their
families and descendants, and orphans and widows are
comforted. The breath of yin reaches its height on this day.

During this month, all the grains are gathered into
granaries. The city walls are inspected and repaired, guards
are posted at the gates, and the locks on the gates are
secured. The border patrols are put on alert, and roads and
footpaths along the frontier are cleared of obstacles.

At this time of year, the funeral rites are reviewed, and
the work of engravers and casket makers is inspected. If the
work is below standard, the craftspeople are punished.



In this month, feasts and offerings are made to the Earth
Mother, the ancestors, and the celestial lords in thanks for
a prosperous year. Farmers are rewarded, military
commanders are tested, and taxes are collected from those
who harvest fish and kelp. However, since this is winter, the
taxes are minimal.

If the rites of spring are performed in early winter, water
will not freeze. The vapors of the earth will rise, and people
will be forced out of their homes. If the rites of summer
are performed, there will be strong warm winds, and
swarms of insects will appear. If the rites of autumn are
performed, frost and snow will be untimely. There will be
disturbances and skirmishes along the border, and land will
be lost to invaders.

The eleventh month is in the middle of winter. At this
time, the ice on the lakes thickens, the ground is covered
with snow, the birds are silent, and tigers and other large
animals begin to choose their mates.

This is a time of rest. There is no public construction, no
building of new houses, and no mobilization of workforces.
The soil must not be disturbed in midwinter. Otherwise,
hibernating animals will die, and there will be epidemics.
The police are instructed to increase their vigilance.
Robbers, thieves, and rapists who are arrested are punished
immediately.

During this month, wine is brewed. The wine containers



are cleaned, the ingredients are measured, and the brewers
are told to use the best millet and rice and the purest water.
Offerings are made to the oceans, the rivers, and the great
lakes. Grains and animals abandoned in the open fields are
free for the taking. The wardens of the forests and marshes
announce that hunting and the gathering of wild edible
plants are permitted. However, disputes over game and
foraged foods are not tolerated, and offenders are punished
and fined.

In midwinter, the ruler and the ministers are encouraged
to perform rites of purification and abstain from meat.
They retire to a quiet and secluded place to rest. They
minimize desire, do not listen to music, and refrain from
sexual activity. Having rested mind and body, they will be
ready for the tasks of the next year.

In this month, only the tall grass is left standing. The
worms are hidden underground, and the deer are shedding
their antlers. Only trees in the vicinity of springs can be
felled for firewood and the making of farm equipment. Idle
government administrators are dismissed, and surplus
equipment is stowed away. Gates and locks in government
buildings are inspected, and prison facilities are repaired.

If the rites of summer are performed in the eleventh
month, there will be drought. Heavy fog will cover the land,
and there will be constant thunder and lightning. If the rites
of autumn are performed, there will be excessive rain.



Melons and legumes will not ripen, and there will be war
and destruction. If the rites of spring are performed,
locusts will destroy the crops. The water in the springs will
become stale, and there will be epidemics.

The twelfth month is at the end of winter. During this
month, life begins to stir. The ravens begin to leave the
warmer lands, and many birds prepare to build their nests.
The cries of apes, monkeys, and other creatures of the
forest are heard, and ducks and hens are ready to lay eggs.

In this month, the farmers are encouraged to breed plow
animals and repair plows. The fishing season begins. The
amount of grain in storage is recorded, and based on the
deficit or surplus, the next season’s farming activity is
planned. Musicians schedule rehearsals and give public
performances. Forests are cleared of fallen branches and
dead trees to prepare for spring growth.

By the end of winter, the sun has completed its yearly
cycle and the constellations have appeared in the sky in one
full cycle. The year has come to an end, and a new one will
begin. To allow the citizens to prepare for the coming of
the new year, no new government projects are started.

As the year draws to an end, the ruler and the ministers
review the laws, the rites, and the rituals. They discuss the
past year’s achievements and plan the next year’s projects.
The income of the people is recorded, and every household
is asked to contribute a fraction of its income to the



offerings at the mountain and valley shrines.

If the rites of autumn are performed in the twelfth
month, frost will fall early, snails will multiply, and crops
will be ruined. People will abandon the countryside to seek
shelter in the towns, and crime and violence will increase.
If the rites of spring are performed, there will be birth
defects, infant deaths, and illness. If the rites of summer
are performed, snow will fall at inappropriate times. The
ice on the rivers and lakes will melt early, and there will be
floods.

1 The Spring and Autumn Annals, a Chinese historical text compiled in the fifth
century B.C.E., states that petty criminals were released at this time so that they
could help farm.
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Sky, Earth, and Humanity

HUMAN ACTIONS ELICIT RESPONSES FROM THE TAO

It was said that when the musician Guang played the piece
“White Clouds” on the zither, cranes alighted on his
dwelling, a gentle wind blew, and soft rain fell. When the
ruler of Chin was ill, drought ravaged his country and laid
waste to thousands of miles of land. In the country of Qi,
when a widow who was framed for murder cried for justice,
lightning struck the ruler’s palace and injured him,
hurricanes destroyed the coastal towns, and heavy rains
flooded the countryside.

The musician and the widow of Qi were not prominent
citizens. Neither were they rich or famous. Yet their
actions elicited a response from the celestial realm
because they were sincere. The guardians of the celestial
realm are aware of everything that happens in the mortal
realm. Whether we are in the middle of a dark forest, in the



depths of a cave, or inside a locked chamber, we cannot
hide our unethical actions and escape retribution. The Tao
is always watching.

When King Wen of Zhou (1152-1056 B.CE.) was
fighting the tyrant Cou, his army was stopped by the raging
waters of the Meng River. White caps raced on the waters,
and the sky was dark with storm clouds. No one, not even
his shaman advisers, could see the other shore. King Wen
raised his great ax in one hand and waved his banner, crying,
‘T have taken the responsibility to save the nation from
tyranny! Who dares to stop me from achieving my goal?”
Suddenly, the wind stopped, the waters calmed, and the
army of Zhou was able to cross the river.

The prince of Chu was defeating the despotic ruler of the
Han Dynasty in battle when the sun was about to set.
Knowing that darkness would help his enemy escape, the
prince raised his spear and appealed to celestial lords to
give him enough time to capture the hated tyrant. The sun
reversed its path and climbed back above the horizon.

CONNECTING TO THE TAO AND THE CELESTIAL WAY

To value life, to retain the true spirit, to care for the body,
and to persevere under the most trying circumstances—
these actions are sufficient to elicit empathy from the Tao.
If the spirit is in harmony with the Tao, the Tao will respond
in support. If the Tao empathizes with warriors who are not



afraid of death, how much more will it empathize with
people who see the sky and the earth as home, who regard
all things as related, and who befriend the forces of yin and
yang?

Those whose hearts and minds are in union with the Tao
are filled with the vapor of supreme harmony. Outwardly
they take on human form, but inwardly they embrace the
Tao. Observant and aware of everything, they can
understand that which cannot be known. Because they are at
one with the Tao, the Tao will stand behind them in
everything they do.

Once a musician named Yong was able to use his music
to move a prince named Meng to tears. The prince would
wipe his eyes and sigh even before he knew what was in his
mind. This is because Yong’s song was inseparable from his
heart, and when he played his music, his feelings reached
the prince’s heart before any words were spoken.

To be able to reach into another person’s heart is not a
skill that can be learned. It is attained only when the barrier
between the self and the external world is dissolved. If you
imitate outward behavior without the true feelings, people
will recognize your deception immediately and know you
are insincere.

The great archer Bo could hit a bird perched on a
building a thousand feet high, and the legendary fisherman
Chan could catch a fish from the deepest lake. Having



cleared their minds, honed their skills, and focused their
wills, they were no longer separated from their targets. As
far as they were concerned, the bird was shot and the fish
was caught before the arrow left the bow or the line was
dropped into the water.

ALLTHINGS ARE CONNECTED

There is a mysterious force behind the interaction of things
that even the most intelligent cannot understand. For
example, when the east wind blows, wine becomes stale.
When silkworms weave their cocoons, the strings on a
zither become brittle and break. When whales die on the
beach, shooting stars and natural disasters appear. We don’t
know why coincidences like these occur. Perhaps
everything is interrelated, so that when something happens,
it elicits a response from others.

Sagely rulers embrace the natural ways and teach not by
speaking but by setting examples. They care for the people
and are only interested in leading them in the ways of
goodness. Under their leadership, the sun and the moon
follow their courses, rain and snow are timely, and
disasters are uncommon. However, if the ruler is corrupt
and the ministers are rebellious, omens appear in the sky.
The five vapors of the sun spread to block out the clear sky.
The sun scorches the land, and the rain causes floods.
Animals behave strangely, people lose their connection to



the natural ways, and there is a need for strict laws and
enforcement of order.

Clouds born from mountain vapor appear like swaying
grass, clouds born from stream vapor appear like fish
scales, clouds born from the hot vapor of the sun appear
like smoke, and clouds born from ocean vapor appear like
breakers. Each type of cloud has characteristics related to
where it originated. This is because everything in the
universe is connected.

YIN AND YANG FOLLOW THE NATURAL WAY

Pure yin is like the coolness of a crisp wind; pure yang is
like the heat of the summer sun. When pure yin and pure
yang interact, ten thousand things are created. If there was
only yang and no yin, or vice versa, there would be no
creation. Such is the natural way.

Thus, if you want foreign nations to respect your
country, you must follow the natural way and not be
intrusive. If you want your subjects to be loyal, you must
follow the natural way and instill harmony among them. Let
the natural way direct your actions. Be unassuming and
accomplish your goals quietly. In this way, there will be
peace and stability in the nation. The fields will be
cultivated, troops will not have to be sent abroad to fight
foreign wars, and the people will be contented. These are
the subtle ways of ruling. Faster than the swiftest runner,



the interactions of yin and yang play out their course.
Sinking and floating, brightening and dimming—their
cycles of change all follow the natural way.

It is difficult to heat resin in winter and make ice in
summer. In the same manner, you cannot use an herb whose
function is to strengthen bones to cure an upset stomach.
All these things are difficult, if not impossible, because
they run counter to the natural way of things.

UNDERSTANDING THE NATURAL ORDER

Know the natural order of things, and you will not meet
with disaster. The Tao is impartial and has no vested
interests. Those who follow it will have more than enough;
those who do not follow it will always be lacking. Those
who follow the natural way will come to prosperity; those
who do not follow it will meet with misfortune. It is hard to
measure gain and loss. Depending on the point of view,
what is considered by one person as gain may be
considered by another as loss. Therefore, we should not
argue over gain and loss or let it direct our lives. In the Tao,
there is no gain and loss, no success or failure; there are
only circumstances and events that we evaluate and
measure from our point of view.

We can use fire to melt metal and burn wood. However,
we cannot use a magnet to attract clay. Each thing has its
function. Use an object according to its natural function,



and you will succeed. Use it to do something that it was not
made to do, and you will not accomplish anything.

Rubbing flint together can make fire, a magnet can
attract iron, and sunflowers turn toward light—these things
happen naturally. Even the most intelligent people do not
know why.

You cannot understand the nature of things using the
senses and the intellect. You cannot distinguish truth from
falsehood by looking at things from your personal
perspective. Only those who are in tune with the natural
order of things can intuitively know what will happen.
When there are landslides, rivers will be blocked. When
there are master sword makers, there will be superior
weapons. When ministers are corrupt, tyrants will appear.
When a ruler is assisted by wise advisers, great deeds will
be accomplished. This is the natural way of things. Given
the circumstances, we cannot force the outcomes to be
otherwise.



PART TWO

The Taoist in Domestic Life

The Art of Healthy Living: Embracing Simplicity

Teachings from Principles of Nourishing Life and Cultivating Longevity, Peng Zu's
Method of Prolonging Life, and Embracing Simplicity
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Understanding the Energy of Life

Laozi said the following: The valley spirit that does not die
is the Mysterious Female. The gate of the Mysterious
Female is the root of the sky and the earth.

Heshang Gong (202—-157 B.CE.), known as the Sage of
the River, added the following: Valley means protection. If
we are able to protect the spirit, we will live long and never
die. The spirit guards the five viscera. Within the liver is the
luminous spirit; within the lungs is the soul; within the
kidneys is the generative essence; within the heart is the
essence of intelligence; within the spleen is the spirit of
feelings and intention. If any of these organs is injured, the
guardian of that viscus will leave. As a result, life energy
will be harmed, and health will deteriorate.

The key to longevity lies in the Mysterious Female.
What is the Mysterious Female? Mysterious refers to the
sky. In the senses, it is the nostrils. Female refers to the
earth. In the senses, it is the mouth. The vapor of the sky



enters through the nostrils and is stored in the heart. This
vapor is fresh and subtle. When it enters and resides in the
heart, it makes us intelligent and wise. However, when
coupled with discursive thought, it gives rise to excitement,
anger, desire, fear, and anxiety. The ruler of these feelings
is male in nature. Entering through the nostrils, the vapor of
the sky interacts with the vapor stored in the heart. Exiting
through the nostrils, the vapor of the heart returns to the
sky.

The earth provides us with food and is the source of the
five flavors: sweet, sour, bitter, spicy, and salty. The vapor
of the earth enters through the mouth and resides in the
liver. The five flavors interact with the muscles, the bones,
and the blood, and when coupled with feelings