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Introduction
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Taoism is an ancient philosophical concept originating from 500 B.C.E. in China. According to a widely accepted myth, it was created by a natural philosopher named Lao Tzu, who believed in keeping harmony in all areas of life. Due to its reverence for doing what comes naturally, Taoism became very popular in the region very soon after its emergence. In modern times, dictated by rigid societal norms, unrealistic expectations, and economic, cultural, and other pressures, Taoism can provide much-needed relief. Regardless of the reasons for your interest, this book offers a comprehensive explanation of Taoism as a religion, including its philosophical concepts and principles. You’ll also learn how this religion differs from Buddhism and Confucianism.

The chapter dedicated to the core principles of Taoism details how the religion emphasizes natural behavior and accepting one’s life course, regardless of its challenges. You’ll be introduced to rituals and ceremonies Taoists use to worship their deities and express gratitude for their lives. Next, you’ll be given a thorough yet beginner-friendly insight into the natural laws, the principle of energy transformation, and other significant philosophical concepts applied by Taoists. As you’ll learn by reading the book, the concepts of yin and yang play a crucial role in this religion.

While all Taoists emphasize the importance of embracing naturality, not all of them follow the same school of thought. They’re two primary schools to choose from, Quanzhen Taoism and Zhengyi Taoism. The relevant chapter will reveal the differences between them. As is often the case with many other ancient religions, Taoism is also surrounded by myths and misconceptions, which can be confusing to those just dipping their toes into this belief. Fortunately, you won’t have to deal with these issues, as this book will help dissolve them. It will help you differentiate between the truths and falsities regarding Taoism, such as whether Chinese medicine is considered Taoist and which is the original form of Taoism.

Last but not least, the book will introduce you to different practices of Taoism. You’ll be provided with easy-to-do meditation techniques to incorporate into your daily life. You’ll also be given step-by-step instructions for external and internal strengthening techniques that’ll help you cultivate and balance your body. Accompanied by Taoist rituals (for which you’ll also receive plenty of practical advice), meditation, and cultivation techniques that will help you improve your life. They’ll allow you to embrace life as it is and cultivate better relationships with everyone and everything in your surroundings - adopting one of the core principles of Taoism. If you’re ready to embark on this journey and uncover what the Taoist philosophy is all about and how it can help you improve your life, keep on reading.
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Chapter 1: What Is Taoism?
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This first chapter will introduce you to Taoism as a religion, expanding on its origin in China and the basic principles and philosophy associated with this belief system. You’ll find a brief explanation of the common terminology used by Taoists and their definitions. Lastly, you’ll learn how Taoism differs from other religions that existed alongside it, such as Confucianism and Buddhism. 
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The History of Taoism
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While it’s unclear when Taoism emerged, it’s believed that its early origins can be traced back to the middle of the 2nd century C.E. According to Chinese lore, it was around this time that the Tao was revealed to Zhang Daoling (also known as Chang Tao-ling). Daoling claimed that he received the teachings from Lao Tzu, the representative of the God of Tao. He later became the first Celestial Master of Taoism and founded the first Taoist school. The traditions of choosing one Celestial Master still exist today, although the original ideas of the religion have expanded vastly.

At first, Taoism was only based on the beliefs of Taoist thinkers. However, as time passed, more and more local rituals and ideas were added to it. This provided a great example of one of the core principles of Taoist philosophy - being in harmony with one’s environment. It also enabled practitioners to incorporate Taoist beliefs into the existing local worldviews in the different regions of ancient China. Taoism became an officially recognized religion around the 3rd and 4th centuries B.C.E. - long before Zhang Daoling’s claim of receiving the teachings. Many believe that it all began with Lao Tzu, a naturalist philosopher, who claimed that everything in the universe should be in harmony. He pointed out that people could live much better if they accepted that they should consider everyone else’s feelings and not just their own. Since he saw no signs of this in society, he decided to exile himself. However, before he did that, he was asked to write a book about his ideas. This book was called Tao Te Ching (or The Book of The Way), and it is one of the first publications that brought forward Taoist ideas.

Tao Te Ching and other Taoist publications helped raise the belief system into a semi-official religious status during the Tang dynasty (between 618 to 907 C.E.). This was later continued during the Song dynasty (ruled from 960 to 1279 C.E.), albeit with the emergence of Confucianism, Taoism lost some of its popularity and was no longer considered a semi-official religion. After the communist regimen took over China, Taoism became a forbidden religion, and its followers were commanded to adopt irreligious beliefs. While forbidden in China, Taoism began to flourish in other countries (with the first one being Taiwan) and continues to do so until this day. Not only that, but after the Cultural Revolution of China, the government became more lenient in accepting different religious ideas, which marked the revival of Taoism in China. Nowadays, you can find plenty of Taoist temples across Asia, and followers can practice freely.
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Taoism Terminology
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To help you get familiarized with basic Taoist concepts, here is a list of the most commonly used terms:

	Bagua - Also known as eight trigrams. It represents the foundation of the divination scheme in Yijing (Book of Changes)

	Beidou - The northern bushel - which is a constellation of the Great Bear (Big Dipper)

	Bianhua - Represents transformation or the main principle of changing within the universe

	Bigu - This is the practice of fasting and abstaining from grains. This Taoist practice is based on the idea that those who consume grains are intelligent, but they die early. It is believed that avoiding grains can grant immortality.

	Bugang - A popular ritual with a choreography that follows the outline of the Big Dipper. It is also called pacing the net.

	Chujia - Translated as “leaving home,” this represents the process of reaching the status of a Taoist monk.

	Dantian - Also known as the Cinnabar field. It’s one of the three parts of the body involved in inner strengthening (neidan) during body cultivation.

	Dao - Or Tao is translated as “the way” and is the main principle of Taoism.

	Daodejing - A commonly referenced scripture in Taoism, typically associated with Lao Tzu (Laozi).

	Daoism - Commonly known as Taoism, it is one of the fundamental religious systems in China. It consists of religious practices and philosophies related to Dao (Tao).

	Daojia - Translated as “Tao-school,” daojia represents a classification of proto-Taoist scriptures.

	Daojiao - A term used to describe the Taoist religion. 

	Daotan - The altar dedicated to Taoist practices. It’s often built for the sole purpose of a ritual and disassembled until it’s needed again.

	De - Translated as “virtue” or “power,” de is the empowerment Taoists can obtain by embracing Tao. 

	Fuguang - A Taoist energetic practice based on the “absorb the light” principle.

	Fuqi - A Taoist energetic practice based on the “absorb the qi” principle.

	Hun - Also known as the heavenly soul, hun is the spirit that occupies the liver. According to Taoist beliefs, upon a person’s death, hun ascends to Heaven. Ancestors’ hun’s are venerated through their tablets.

	Hundun - Also called chaos, hundun is a state of non-existence to which Taoist practitioners seek to return. It’s believed that everything in the world comes from hundun.

	Jiao - A widely-practiced Taoist renewal ceremony, typically performed by a Taoist priest.

	Jing - Commonly known as essence, jing is a specific form of qi present in sexual fluids. Jing may also refer to scriptures or pieces of fabric used in Taoist rituals.

	Laozi - Or Lao-tzu is the author of the Tao Te Ching and is often considered the founder of Taoism. His name is translated as “Old Master” or “Old Child.”

	Ming - Translated as “fate” or “life,” ming refers to the psychological aspect of a person. The term is related to the practice of Cultivating Complete Perfection.

	Neidan - Inner strengthening or inner alchemy.

	Neijing tu - The traditional depiction of the inner strengthening practice. Also called transformation through inner alchemy.

	Niwan - Translated as “mud-pill,” niwan is the Cinnabar field in a person’s head.

	Po - Known as the earthly soul, po is the spirit of the lungs. Po is one of the 5 shen and descends into the earth after death.

	Qi - Commonly known as life force or vital energy, but is also referred to as breath or pneuma.

	Qigong - the process of cultivating the life force. It’s a modern Taoist energy practice hailing from the 19th century.

	Qingjing - Translated as “purity” or “stillness,” this term describes a mediation practice applied during the ritual of Complete Perfection.

	Quanzhen - Translated as “complete perfection,” quanzhen is often referred to as the ultimate reality.

	Shen - The purest form of qi. It’s also called spirit or divine spirit.

	Taiji - Representing the foundation of a Taoist principle, taiji is believed to be the center of the heavens. It’s also called the Supreme Ultimate or Supreme Ridgepole.

	Taiqing - A popular movement in Taoist alchemy or self-cultivation. Also known as Great Clarity.

	Tian shi - Translated as “Celestial Master,” this is a title bestowed on highly enlightened Masters. The first tian shi was Zhang Daoling. Tian shi also refers to the first Taoist community established as a form of religious practice.

	Tui - Translated as “extension,” tui is the process of connecting two forces together.

	Waidan - Translated as “outer alchemy,” this term refers to the process of external strengthening or self-cultivation.

	Wuwei - Also known as non-action, is the art of “going with the flow” without resisting changes in one’s life.

	Xianren - An immortal being, sometimes translated as “wizard” or “fairy.”

	Xin - Or the heart - is where the core of the personality lies. A term is common in Taoist and Confucian self-cultivation.

	Xing - The psychological component of the process of Complete Perfection. Also known as the inner nature.

	Yang - The complementary force to yin, yang is translated as “warm” or “sunny.”

	Yin - The complementary force to yang, yin is translated as “cold” or “shady.”

	Zhenren - The Perfected personality according to Taoist standards.

	Zhonghe - Also referred to as the state of central harmony, zhonghe can be obtained by following the Taoist philosophy called the Way of Great Peace.

	Ziran - A Taoist principle that allows self-evolution. Also known as the natural or spontaneous state, ziran is at the core of the Taoist philosophies.
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Basic Principles and Philosophy Associated with Taoism
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Taoism emphasizes acting in a natural way and not going against the natural course of life. This belief is in agreement with the Dao (commonly known as Tao). The Tao is a universal power coursing through all living and non-living beings. It binds and releases everything, creating natural relationships that should be respected. Since it was first described by a natural physicist, it’s easy to see how Tao is believed to emulate the power of nature and the cosmic balance regulated by an unseen force. These original beliefs only refer to the importance of maintaining this balance. However, Taoism was further expanded to include ancestral and spiritual guide worship, which became accepted as fundamental principles of the religion.

As the core of everything, Tao is a force that’s almost impossible to define. It’s typically referred to as “The Way of The Universe.” Tao is reasonable for the harmony of the universe and the qi - the universal energy found within all things. While they believe that qi guides everything and everyone, they don’t consider it a divine force. There are deities in Taoism, but these were incorporated from other religious systems. And most importantly, they’re also subject to Tao, like all other beings. The deities are worshiped in sacred places like monasteries and temples, where Taoist priests make offerings, perform rituals, or meditate as part of the traditional Taoist self-cultivation process.

The Way of the Universe defines the best way for a Taoist to live. It encourages them to surrender to life’s changes and have an open mind. If one is flexible and looks at the changes in life as an opportunity to grow instead of an insurmountable challenge, one will eventually reach happiness. Whereas, if they resist and resent the changes, they will remain perpetually unhappy. Taoism teaches that one should recognize that everything that occurs in life should be welcomed as it is because it’s part of Tao.

Another fundamental principle in Taoism is the balance of yin and yang. These are forces denoting complementary pairs such as hot and cold, light and dark, and action and inaction. According to Taoism, yin and yang are the perfect examples that everything in this world is interconnected into a complex structure and that nothing can function by itself.
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