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"However, amongst the thousands (of travellers wishing to cross the river) there have been a few, four or five, to whom the river was not an obstacle. They heard its voice and listened to it, and the river has become holy to them, as it has to me. The river has taught me to listen; you will learn from it too. The river knows everything; one can learn everything from it.."  – Hermann Hesse, from Siddhartha.
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Lao Tzu, also the Turrbal and Jagera indigenous peoples, on whose ancestral land I write this. This spirit of this ancient continent of Australia has a deep resonance for Lao Tzu’s message.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Preface

[image: ]


I first came upon the Tao Te Ching in the 1970s, or perhaps more accurately to say it found me. It was in the Circle Bookshop in the old Queen’s Arcade in Brisbane. This slim volume practically jumped off the shelf into my hands. 

As I came to realize, this little book had more meaning packed into its 82 passages than other books have in a thousand pages. It had so much gravitas yet expressed in such simple terms. It had gravitas because it was expressed so simply. That insight alone, gained in the first minute of browsing was a revelation never to be forgotten, setting me off on a long journey that has produced the book you are reading now. 

The Tao Te Ching is like Doctor Who’s Tardis, much bigger on the inside than it appears from the outside. It is like a time machine in other ways too; its truth is not tied to any time. It contains as close to absolute truth in human terms as it is possible to get. Most truths are relative, applying to a cultural context or historical period. But some truths are absolutely true; always have been, always will be regardless of culture or time. These are the truths contained in the laws of Physics and Nature. They apply everywhere, all of the time. 

This edition is my way of bringing the timeless message of the Tao Te Ching to a 21st Century audience. Written in plain English and simplified verse, its message might be readily understood by people not familiar with the metaphors and idioms of ancient China. It may not suit the purists who prefer the ancient texts. It is aimed squarely at the people who might benefit from its message but would have difficulty decoding the meaning of an ancient text expressed in terms quite unfamiliar to people today. As the old saying goes; the greater the truth, the more simply it can be expressed. 

Follow the advice of the Tao Te Ching and it can be transformational, bringing inner peace, and helping you towards being the person you were always meant to be. This is so because the Tao Te Ching is essentially a how to guide for understanding your true nature and how to achieve your full potential. 

The Tao Te Ching has the distinction of perhaps being the oldest book in the world still in print, having been written around 2,500 years ago. Today, there are more editions of the Tao Te Ching than any other book. It has lost none of the vitality and impact that comes from being aligned with the fundamental forces of Nature. 

David Tuffley,
Redland Bay, 
Australia. 
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The Tao Te Ching, (also Daodejing, Dao De Jing, or Daode jing) is a classic of ancient Chinese literature. It is a guide for creating harmony in yourself and the world around you by describing a fundamental force called the Tao that operates uniformly throughout the universe and is the cause of everything that happens. The Tao can be understood as the laws of Nature, or the laws of Physics if you prefer.

The Tao Te Ching shows you how to develop personal power through cultivating alignment with the Tao, otherwise known as ‘going with the flow’ in popular culture.

The Central Idea

CENTRAL TO THE TAO Te Ching is the importance of avoiding extremes and keeping to the moderate middle path as you go through life. Find the middle ground between the extremes in any situation, thus avoiding counter-reactions and unintended consequences. The result is neutrality and stability.

Harmony with the Tao is living so that the events of our life do not turn into personal dramas. The problem with drama is that it sets up a pendulum-like swing from one drama to the next, which get in the way of calm inner reflection and clear perception of reality. But people quite enjoy their dramas. It might even be true to say that they are addicted to them; it’s how they define themselves. 

The Tao Te Ching encourages us to sense the world around us directly; and to contemplate our impressions deeply from a position of neutrality. It advises against relying on the structures of orthodox belief that have been created by others. Such ideologies remove us from a direct experience of life in the now and cut us off from our intuition. 

Following the Middle Path requires you to develop an awareness of the unseen physical forces that direct the events taking place around you. Such forces operate at the levels of macrocosm and microcosm. You could think of them as operating in the universe and in the minds and lives of individuals. Mental alignment with these forces gives you the power to influence events in the world without resorting to force. That is the way of the Tao. 

Subtle influence is better than force

THE TAO TE CHING SUGGESTS using subtle influence, not force, to achieve your goals. The objective is to avoid taking action that elicits strong counter-reactions that are a distraction, and which consume time and energy to manage.

In Nature, we see that excessive force in one direction triggers the growth of a neutralising force. It has the effect of returning the system to a stable state. This principle is seen in human affairs too. Force cannot be the basis for establishing a sustainable social environment.

Accepting the inevitability of change

WHEN YOU COME TO KNOW the Tao, you understand that everything in the universe is in a state of dynamic change. Nothing, absolutely nothing that exists is permanent. Everything passes into non-existence when its time comes. When you know this, you become less attached to the transitory things of this world. You can still enjoy and value these while they last, but when they leave you, your suffering will be lessened. 

The forces of change are largely beyond your control. It is not easy for people to accept the inevitably passing of that which we care about, but it can be done. Accepting the reality of impermanence aligns our thinking with those forces that bring about gradual change in the social and physical world. We learn to embrace change and not mind when it happens. One spiritual teacher from another discipline was asked what the secret was to being enlightened. The master replied; I do not mind what happens.

Becoming a force of Nature

OUR ALIGNMENT WITH the forces underpinning Nature makes us an integral part of the evolving world. It confers upon us the momentum of those larger forces. You become that metaphorical swimmer calmly going with the current in the great river of life while all around you other swimmers flail this way and that. Our perceptions become more finely tuned because they are based on the reality of the present moment. We see the world as it is, not as we want it to be or believe it should be. 

A handbook for people of influence

WHETHER LAO TZU WAS one man or several, the Tao Te Ching is a response to a time of political unrest. China in that period had been comprised of a patchwork of states frequently in conflict. The Tao Te Ching is a leadership manual written to educate people of influence how to establish peace and prosperity in the land. 

The Tao Te Ching is the result Lao Tzu’s careful observations of the unfolding patterns of Nature. From these a set of underlying principles were deduced; principles that cause the world to behave in the way it does. 

These principles are abstract in the way that a mathematical formula is an abstraction. Knowledge of these principles is tremendously helpful for a person seeking harmony and balance, just as the mathematical formula Pi r squared is helpful for calculating the area of a circle, any circle at any scale. 

The interconnectedness of all things

LAO TZU DISCERNED NOT only the dynamically changing nature of the world. He also saw that “the ten thousand things” are interconnected to make one diverse system held together and given shape by a single unifying force; the Tao. 

The abstraction of the Tao is difficult to express in purely logical terms, so the author resorted to paradox in much the same way as Zen Koans do. This induces an intuitive understanding that complements logical awareness. 

Polarity& the Big Bang

AN IMPORTANT PRINCIPLE in this unifying field of forces is polarity. Lao Tzu’s understanding of how the Universe began matches closely what we today would recognise as the Big Bang. Before the bang, there was ‘The Supreme Absolute’ which had limitless undifferentiated potential but no physical existence. Then, in the instant of the bang the Supreme Absolute divided itself from non-existence in an event that created space and time, and which is characterised by on-going phenomena determined by cause and effect. This physical universe is founded upon two charged states, yin (negative) and yang (positive). Due to the complementary polarity of matter and energy, these constantly separate and regroup to create the changing, evolving physical reality that is the universe we know. 

Everything in the phenomenal universe comes into existence through the dynamically interacting polarities of yin and yang. The way that yin and yang interact is governed by the laws of physics, which Lao Tzu called the Tao. Thus, we can view the Tao as an indication of the larger purpose of the Supreme Absolute. 

Being proactive not reactive

THE WISE LOOKS FOR the seeds of change, those underlying triggers that suggest what is likely to happen in the future. It is useful to know that everything in the phenomenal world will be transformed into its own opposite in time. Birth to death, happy to sad, strong to weak, day to night. There are many examples. This is the movement of polarity in its countless manifestations. This can afford penetrating insight into worldly affairs. You can proactively use this insight to position yourself favourably for when the future arrives. 

When we look at European history from the year 1000 to 2000, we see a pattern of aggregation.  Beginning with many smaller states in the 11th Century there has emerged a unified Europe a thousand years later in the 21st Century.  During that time there have been recurring cycles of war and peace, ignorance and enlightenment, plague and prosperity. We see that the smaller states have aggregated to becoming larger and larger states. For example, the unification of the German States under Bismarck in the 19th Century and again in 1990 with the reunification of East and West Germany into a single federated state. 

This movement of the Tao has evolved Europe into a single economic entity in the form of the European Union. In the 21st Century this unification process is extending East and South to the Islamic world and the shores of Africa, areas not previously thought of as ‘European’. 

Given this trend towards unification, it might reasonably be predicted that the Europe Union will continue to incorporate non-EU states until it becomes necessary to change the name ‘European’ or at least redefine what ‘Europe’ means. Meanwhile the always independently minded Britain from their position as an offshore island has opted to exit from the Union, while attempting to maintain friendly trade relations. 

Another example is the rise and fall of political and commercial empires. History has many examples of empires that began modestly, rose to great power, then declined when their power spent itself. The Roman, the Ottoman and the British empires are examples of political empires backed up by military force. The Dutch East India Company and the British East India Company are early examples of powerful trading empires that have since disintegrated. 

If we understand how the Tao influences patterns of behaviour at both the individual and collective levels, we are well-positioned to influence the course of events. We can extrapolate patterns into the future

Our purpose to help the Absolute experience itself



Albert Einstein and the Tao Te Ching







About Lao Tzu
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