TAO TE CHING

I.
Biography of Lao Tzu
Lao Tzu was from the state of Chu, more specifically Quren Li, Li Xiang, Ku Xian.  His last name was Li, his first name was Er, and he was also known as Lao Dan.  He was appointed to be the Keeper of the Imperial Archives by the King of Zhou.  Lao Tzu cultivated his virtues, and his practice emphasized on being subtle and unknown.  He lived in kingdom of Zhou for many years and saw of decline of Zhou.  As such, he decided to leave.  As he was exiting the border at a pass, the keeper of the pass realized that Lao Tzu was leaving permanently, so he requested that Lao Tzu write out some of his wisdom so that it could be preserved once he was gone.  Thus, Lao Tzu wrote a book containing two parts, explaining the meaning of Tao and Te.  He left these five thousand characters and left.  He was never heard of again.

II.
Tao and Te

Lao Tzu believed that there must be an ultimate principle which gave birth to the Heaven and Earth and the ten thousand things.  This principle existed before the Heaven and Earth and the ten thousand things.  It will exist into the eternal future, and it is pervasive throughout the Universe and is omnipresent.  What is its name?  No one knows.  So Lao Tzu reluctantly called it “Tao.”

There is something that is perfect in its disorder
Which is born before Heaven and Earth.

So silent and desolate! It establishes itself without renewal.

Functions universally without lapse.

We can regard it as the Mother of Everything.

I don't know its name.

Hence, when forced to name it, I call it "Tao."

When forced to categorize it, I call it "great." (Chapter 25)

The essence of Tao:

The Tao that can be followed is not the eternal Tao.

The name that can be named is not the eternal name.

The nameless is the origin of heaven and earth

While naming is the origin of the myriad things.

Therefore, always desireless, you see the mystery

Ever desiring, you see the manifestations.

These two are the same—

When they appear they are named differently. 

This sameness is the mystery,

Mystery within mystery; 

The door to all marvels.  (Chapter 1)

The function of Tao (Te):

Tao gives birth to it,
Virtue rears it,

Materiality shapes it,

Activity perfects it.

Therefore, there are none of the myriad things who do not venerate the Tao 

or esteem its virtue.

This veneration of the Tao and esteeming of its virtue is something they 

do naturally, without being forced.

Therefore, Tao gives birth.

Its virtue rears, develops, raises, adjusts and disciplines,

Nourishes, covers and protects,

Produces but does not possess,

Acts without expectation, 

Leads without forcing. 

This is called "Mysterious Virtue."  (Chapter 51)

III.
Tao Gives Birth to the Ten Thousand Things

The Tao produces one, one produces two.
The two produce the three and the three produce all things.

All things submit to yin and embrace yang.

They soften their energy to achieve harmony.  (Chapter 42)

IV.
Lessons Learned from Tao Te Ching


The great usefulness of emptiness and softness:

Thirty spokes join together in the hub.
It is because of what is not there that the cart is useful.

Clay is formed into a vessel.

It is because of its emptiness that the vessel is useful.

Cut doors and windows to make a room.

It is because of its emptiness that the room is useful.

Therefore, what is present is used for profit. 

But it is in absence that there is usefulness.  (Chapter 11)

A life of humility, simplicity, contentment, and less desires:

Heaven and Earth last forever.

The reason that Heaven and Earth are able to last forever

Is because they do not give birth to themselves.

Therefore, they are always alive.

Hence, the sage puts herself last and is first.

She is outside herself and therefore her self lasts.  (Chapter 7)

The highest goodness is like water.

Water easily benefits all things without struggle.

Yet it abides in places that men hate.

Therefore it is like the Tao.  (Chapter 8)

To hold until full is not as good as stopping.

An oversharpened sword cannot last long.

A room filled with gold and jewels cannot be protected.

Boasting of wealth and virtue brings your demise.

After finishing the work, withdraw. 


This is the Way of Heaven.  (Chapter 9)

V.
Evidence on the Heavenly Portal


The valley spirit never dies.

It is called "the mysterious female."


The opening of the mysterious female


Is called "the root of Heaven and Earth."


Continuous, seeming to remain.


Use it without exertion.  (Chapter 6)

VI.
Lao Tzu’s View on Life and Death

Coming into life and entering death,

The followers of life are three in ten.

The followers of death are three in ten.

Those whose life activity is their death ground are three in ten.

Why is this?

Because they live life grasping for its rich taste. 

Now I have heard that those who are expert in handling life

Can travel the land without meeting tigers and rhinos,

Can enter battle without being wounded.

The rhino has no place to plant its horn,

The tiger has no place to place its claws,

Weapons find no place to receive their sharp edges.

Why? 

Because he has no death-ground.  (Chapter 50)

VII.
Conclusion

To Benefit from studying Tao Te Ching, one should not view it as knowledge or philosophy, one should instead realize it with the mind and the body.
