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      Preface

      

      Seeking a Meaningful Life

      

      Perhaps, at some quiet moment, you have asked yourself: Why am I alive? Maybe it was during a solitary late night, after achieving success, or while facing loss, illness, or separation. Some questions can be answered through knowledge. Some can be answered through experience. But there are questions that only life itself can answer. What makes a life meaningful? This is one of those questions.

      

      In modern society, we are taught from an early age to pursue achievement: study hard, find a good job, earn wealth, build a career, and seek happiness. There is nothing wrong with these pursuits. In fact, they are important parts of life. Yet many people, even after attaining these things, still experience a lingering sense of emptiness—as if some deeper question remains unanswered. For life is not only about what we possess. It is also about what kind of person we become.

      

      Some believe that the meaning of life comes from happiness. Others believe it comes from success, freedom, or faith. Each of these answers contains truth and value. Yet happiness changes, success fades, freedom can be limited, and even faith must ultimately be lived out in daily life. If the meaning of life rests solely upon these external conditions, what happens when those conditions change? Does life lose its meaning as well? For this reason, we must seek a deeper foundation.

      

      This book offers a simple and ancient answer: the meaning of life is found in virtue. Virtue is a precious gift bestowed upon every human being—not because it brings fame or profit, but because it enables us to become truly human. When a person lives with sincerity, life gains authenticity. When a person lives with compassion, life gains warmth. When a person lives with justice, life gains dignity. When a person lives with wisdom, life gains direction. Virtue is not an accessory to life; it is the very heart of life.

      

      The ancient Chinese often sought the source of virtue in Heaven and Earth. They believed that Heaven and Earth are not merely the natural world but also our teachers. The Yijing (Book of Changes) states, “The greatest virtue of Heaven and Earth is to give life.” The sun shines upon all things without asking for reward. The earth supports all things without claiming credit. When we learn to observe Heaven and Earth, we begin to see that virtue is not something invented by human beings. It already exists within the fabric of the universe, and human beings are called to embody and express it.

      

      ⸻

      

      This style is much closer to what readers expect in English-language nonfiction and will likely reduce the English manuscript by 20–30% in page count compared with a line-for-line translation.
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      Introduction

      

      Human beings have long pursued the same fundamental question:

      What makes a life meaningful?

      Some seek the answer in wealth, others in power. Some look to knowledge, while others turn to religion and philosophy. Yet regardless of time or culture, people continue to ask:

      Where do we come from?

      How should we live?

      What kind of person should we become?

      Technology advances rapidly and societies change constantly, but the deepest questions of the human heart remain the same. When achievement fails to bring lasting fulfillment and material abundance cannot satisfy an inner longing, people begin to ask what truly gives life value.

      Throughout history, the world’s great religions, philosophies, and wisdom traditions have sought to answer this question. Confucius spoke of benevolence and self-cultivation. Laozi taught the Dao and harmony with nature. The Buddha taught awakening and compassion. Jesus taught love and the Kingdom of Heaven. Muhammad taught submission to God and justice. Though these traditions differ in language, belief, and practice, they often affirm a common insight: a person’s worth is measured not by what he or she possesses, but by what he or she becomes. The most important task in life is therefore not external success, but the cultivation of inner virtue.

      This book approaches that question through the lens of the Chinese wisdom tradition. The Yijing (Book of Changes) teaches:

      “The greatest virtue of Heaven and Earth is to give life.”

      Heaven moves ceaselessly, and Earth sustains all things. Neither exists for itself alone, yet both nurture life. For this reason, the ancient Chinese looked to Heaven and Earth as teachers. The Yijing further states:

      “As Heaven moves with strength, the noble person strives tirelessly.”

      “As Earth is receptive and sustaining, the noble person carries all things with generous virtue.”

      Heaven teaches strength, integrity, and perseverance. Earth teaches compassion, humility, and selfless service. Thus, virtue became one of humanity’s highest fields of learning.

      The central message of this book is simple:

      A meaningful life comes not from what we possess, but from the realization of virtue within ourselves.

      We believe that every human being possesses the potential for goodness, compassion, justice, sincerity, and wisdom. Mencius called these moral beginnings the “Four Sprouts.” Buddhism speaks of Buddha-nature. Christianity teaches that human beings are created in the image of God. Although the language differs, these traditions point toward a common truth: human beings possess an innate capacity for goodness, truth, and beauty. Virtue is not something we invent; it is something we inherit. The purpose of self-cultivation is therefore not to create virtue, but to discover it, nurture it, and live it out. A meaningful life is a life that embodies our original virtue.

      Yet if virtue is inherent in human nature, why is the world still filled with conflict, suffering, and injustice? This book suggests that the problem is not the absence of virtue, but the fact that virtue is often obscured. Greed, anger, jealousy, pride, fear, and ignorance can distance us from our true nature. Personal growth is therefore not about becoming someone else; it is about rediscovering who we truly are. Just as clouds may hide the sun without extinguishing it, virtue remains present even when it is temporarily concealed.

      This book does not claim that all religions are the same, nor does it attempt to rank one tradition above another. Each religion possesses its own history, beliefs, and spiritual practices. These differences deserve respect. Yet amid those differences we can still recognize shared virtues: compassion, honesty, justice, humility, forgiveness, benevolence, and peace. By exploring these common values, this book seeks to encourage understanding and dialogue rather than replace any particular faith tradition.

      The book is organized into eight parts. It begins with Heaven, Earth, and human nature; explores how virtue becomes obscured and how people lose sight of themselves; examines awakening through reverence, gratitude, and humility; discusses the Five Constant Virtues, the Eight Virtues, love, forgiveness, harmony, and peace; and finally reflects on virtue, the Dao, family, community, society, and the ideal of the Great Harmony (Datong). Each section includes practical reflections designed to help readers bring virtue into daily life, for true wisdom lies not merely in understanding, but in practice.

      As The Great Learning teaches:

      “From the Son of Heaven down to the common people, all regard self-cultivation as the foundation.”

      Regardless of status, age, or background, self-cultivation is a task for every human being. The Great Harmony does not begin in some distant future. It begins with a single good thought, a single good deed, and a single act of virtue practiced today.

      May this book accompany readers in observing Heaven and Earth, learning from them, and embodying their virtues. In a troubled world, may we rediscover the light within ourselves.

      For a meaningful life is not merely a life that exists—it is a life that lives out the virtues of Heaven and Earth.
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      Chapter 1

      

      What Can Heaven and Earth Teach Us?

      Our Earliest Teachers

      Since ancient times, human beings have searched for wisdom beyond themselves. We learn from teachers, parents, history, and books. Yet before the first teacher appeared, before civilizations arose, and before sacred texts were written, two far older and greater teachers had already been guiding humanity: Heaven and Earth.

      

      Heaven and Earth have no spoken language, yet they never cease teaching. The sun rises and sets each day without fail. The seasons return in orderly succession. Rivers flow continuously toward the sea. The earth quietly supports all living things without asking for reward. Without speaking a single word, Heaven and Earth reveal the example of virtue through their very existence.

      

      For this reason, the sages of ancient China looked to Heaven and Earth as teachers. The Yijing (Book of Changes) states:

      

      “As Heaven moves with strength, the noble person strives tirelessly.”

      

      “As Earth is receptive and sustaining, the noble person carries all things with generous virtue.”

      

      The Yijing is not merely describing nature. More importantly, it teaches that human beings should learn from nature. As Heaven moves, we cultivate ourselves. As Earth supports, we learn how to treat others. These brief statements reveal a profound relationship between Heaven, Earth, and humanity. We become virtuous by learning the principles of life that Heaven and Earth embody.

      

      Heaven, Earth, and Humanity: The Three Powers

      

      Ancient Chinese thought speaks of Heaven, Earth, and Humanity as the “Three Powers” (San Cai). Heaven is above, Earth is below, and humanity stands between them. Heaven and Earth nurture all things, while human beings possess the unique ability to understand and practice their virtues. Together, Heaven, Earth, and Humanity form a complete picture of life and civilization.

      

      In Chinese thought, human beings are not isolated individuals. We are deeply connected to Heaven and Earth. Without them, we could not survive. Without virtue, we could not fully become human. To understand Heaven and Earth is therefore also to understand ourselves.

      

      Humanity’s First Classroom

      

      Long before a child learns to read, he or she is already learning from Heaven and Earth. The warmth of sunlight teaches comfort and care. The blossoming and fading of flowers teach change. Planting and harvesting teach cause and effect. The love of parents teaches compassion and gratitude. Many of life’s most important lessons come not from books, but from lived experience. Life itself is the classroom of Heaven and Earth.

      

      Because human beings can understand these lessons, the Book of Rites declares:

      

      “Humanity is the heart of Heaven and Earth.”

      

      Human beings are not merely one species among many. We are capable of understanding and embodying the virtues of Heaven and Earth. When we understand the heart of Heaven and Earth, we begin to understand our own purpose.

      

      The Silent Teaching of Heaven and Earth

      

      Laozi said:

      

      “The greatest sound is scarcely heard; the greatest form has no shape.”

      

      The deepest teachings are often conveyed without words. Heaven and Earth do not preach. The sun does not explain generosity, yet it gives light every day. The earth does not lecture about tolerance, yet it supports all things. Rivers do not define perseverance, yet they flow without ceasing. Trees do not describe growth, yet they continue reaching upward year after year. Because of this, the teachings of Heaven and Earth are among the most authentic and profound.

      

      Confucius observed:

      

      “What does Heaven say? Yet the four seasons proceed, and all things grow. What does Heaven say?”

      

      Heaven speaks no words, yet life continues to flourish. True wisdom often comes not from eloquent speech but from quiet observation. To learn from Heaven and Earth, we must first learn how to see.

      

      The Greatest Virtue Is to Give Life

      

      The Yijing teaches:

      

      “The greatest virtue of Heaven and Earth is to give life.”

      

      This may be one of the most important ideas in the entire Book of Changes. The highest virtue of Heaven and Earth is not power, authority, or control. It is the continual nurturing of life itself. Life is born, grows, matures, and continues. Spring brings new growth, summer brings abundance, autumn brings harvest, and winter brings rest. Though nature changes constantly, its essential spirit remains the same: to sustain and nourish life.

      

      The Doctrine of the Mean teaches:

      

      “What Heaven ordains is called human nature. To follow that nature is called the Way.”

      

      Life carries within it an inherent goodness. To live in accordance with that goodness is to follow the Way. Virtue is therefore more than a set of moral rules. We may ask ourselves: Do my words give others strength? Do my actions help others grow? Does my presence make the world a better place? When the answer is yes, we are following the virtue of Heaven and Earth.

      Heaven’s Virtue and Earth’s Virtue

      

      Although Heaven and Earth are equally great, they express different virtues. Heaven symbolizes strength and vitality. Thus the Yijing states:

      

      “As Heaven moves with strength, the noble person strives tirelessly.”

      

      The movement of Heaven never ceases. From Heaven we learn perseverance, courage, integrity, constancy, uprightness, and initiative.

      

      Earth, by contrast, symbolizes receptivity and support. Therefore the Yijing teaches:

      

      “As Earth is receptive, the noble person carries all things with generous virtue.”

      

      The Earth supports mountains and rivers, plants and animals, the good and the bad alike. From Earth we learn tolerance, humility, compassion, patience, forgiveness, and selfless service.

      

      Heaven teaches us to stand firm, while Earth teaches us to support others. Heaven teaches us to strive forward, while Earth teaches us to nurture and sustain. A mature life requires both. Strength without compassion becomes harshness; compassion without strength becomes weakness. True character combines the virtues of both Heaven and Earth.

      

      Humanity as the Heart of Heaven and Earth

      

      The Book of Rites declares:

      

      “Humanity is the heart of Heaven and Earth.”

      

      This statement carries profound meaning. Heaven and Earth are great, yet they do not reflect upon themselves. Mountains do not contemplate justice, and the sun and moon do not discuss morality. Human beings alone possess the capacity to distinguish right from wrong, to recognize good and evil, and to choose how to act.

      

      For this reason, human beings are heirs to the virtues of Heaven and Earth. Heaven and Earth give us life, and we in turn are called to bring their virtues into the human world. When people practice benevolence, the compassion of Heaven and Earth becomes visible. When people uphold justice, the moral order of Heaven and Earth is expressed. When people act with integrity, the trustworthiness of Heaven and Earth continues through human life.

      

      Mencius taught:

      

      “All things are complete within us.”

      

      He also said:

      

      “To fully realize one’s heart is to know one’s nature; to know one’s nature is to know Heaven.”

      

      According to Mencius, when we truly understand our own heart and nature, we begin to understand Heaven itself. In discovering the virtues of Heaven and Earth, we also discover the virtues already present within ourselves.

      

      Echoes Across the World’s Religions

      

      Although different religions understand Heaven and Earth in different ways, many traditions teach that human beings can discover wisdom and virtue through the natural world.

      

      The Bible declares:

      

      “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His hands.”

      

      The Qur’an teaches:

      

      “In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and in the alternation of night and day, there are signs for those who reflect.”

      

      The Buddha taught:

      

      “Because this exists, that exists; because this arises, that arises.”

      

      The Bhagavad Gita says:

      

      “I am the taste of water and the light of the sun and moon.”

      

      And the Dao De Jing teaches:

      

      “Humanity follows Earth. Earth follows Heaven. Heaven follows the Dao. The Dao follows what is natural.”

      

      Though expressed in different languages and traditions, these teachings share a common insight: Heaven and Earth are not merely the places where we live. They are also among our greatest teachers.

      

      Why Learn from Heaven and Earth?

      

      Humanity today possesses unprecedented knowledge and technology. Yet knowledge does not necessarily produce wisdom, ability does not necessarily produce virtue, and success does not necessarily produce happiness. For this reason, we need to return to Heaven and Earth—not by abandoning modern life, but by rediscovering the virtues they reveal.

      

      When we observe Heaven and Earth, we learn humility. When we appreciate Heaven and Earth, we learn gratitude. When we follow the example of Heaven and Earth, we learn virtue. And this is where a meaningful life begins.

      

      Chapter Summary

      

      Heaven and Earth are humanity’s earliest teachers. Though they speak no words, they embody the highest examples of virtue. The Yijing teaches that “the greatest virtue of Heaven and Earth is to give life.” Heaven teaches strength, perseverance, and integrity. Earth teaches generosity, compassion, and humility. Human beings, in turn, are called to understand and practice these virtues.

      

      The search for a meaningful life is therefore not merely a search for answers outside ourselves. It is a process of learning to see Heaven and Earth anew—and in doing so, rediscovering ourselves. For when we recognize the virtues of Heaven and Earth, we also begin to recognize the light that already exists within our own hearts.

      

      Reflection Questions

      

      What aspect of nature most inspires you to reflect on life?

      Have you ever learned a lesson from nature or everyday experience that was more profound than something learned from a book?

      Which virtue of Heaven or Earth do you most need to cultivate in your own life?

      If Heaven and Earth were your teachers today, what might they be trying to teach you?
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      Chapter 2

      The Virtue of Heaven

      As Heaven moves with strength and vigor,

      the noble person strives constantly for self-improvement.

      — The Book of Changes (Yijing)

      If Heaven and Earth are humanity’s earliest teachers, then the virtues they teach are not exactly the same.

      Earth teaches us inclusiveness and support.

      Heaven teaches us strength, perseverance, and initiative.

      Since ancient times, human beings have looked up at the sky.

      We observe the movements of the sun and moon, the changing of the four seasons, the orderly patterns of the stars, the cycles of heat and cold, the wind and rain, thunder and lightning, and the alternation of day and night.

      Though Heaven is distant and lofty, it has never ceased to inspire humanity.

      Ancient Chinese thinkers regarded Heaven as a symbol of order, a symbol of truth, and one of the sources of virtue.

      Therefore, the Book of Changes says:

      As Heaven moves with strength and vigor,

      the noble person strives constantly for self-improvement.

      The heavenly bodies move without ceasing.

      By observing the Way of Heaven, the noble person learns to cultivate the same spirit.

      This is the Virtue of Heaven.

      The Lessons of Heaven

      When we look up at the sky, the first thing we notice is power.

      Yet the Virtue of Heaven is not merely power.

      Power without virtue may be strong, but it is not truly great.

      What makes Heaven worthy of admiration is that its power always serves order, and its movement always remains faithful to its own principles.

      The sun rises every day without regard to human preferences.

      The seasons arrive in their proper time without interruption.

      Thus Heaven teaches us that true strength comes from self-discipline, and true greatness comes from constancy.

      The first characteristic of the Virtue of Heaven is unceasing vigor.

      The Virtue of Heaven Through Laozi’s Eyes

      The Dao De Jing says:

      Human beings follow Earth.

      Earth follows Heaven.

      Heaven follows the Dao.

      The Dao follows what is natural.

      — Dao De Jing, Chapter 25

      Laozi believed that Heaven is great not because it possesses supreme power, but because it follows the Dao.

      Because Heaven does not depart from the Dao, it endures.

      Because all things do not depart from their own nature, they are able to grow.

      When human beings violate their true nature, confusion and suffering often follow.

      Here, however, we should notice a subtle distinction.

      The Confucian ideal of unceasing self-improvement emphasizes active effort in self-cultivation.

      The Daoist principle of following nature emphasizes letting go of artificial striving and returning to the natural rhythm of things.

      Although these perspectives may appear contradictory, they are in fact complementary.

      True strength is not a stubborn struggle against the world.

      Rather, it is the inner vitality that emerges when one aligns with the Way of Heaven.

      Water follows the contours of the land, yet it can wear away stone.

      The four seasons never compete with one another, yet they never fail to arrive on time.

      To learn the Virtue of Heaven is not first
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