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THE  WISDOM  OF  THE TAO TE CHING 

 

 

or    THE  TREATISE  OF  THE  WAY  AND  VIRTUE 

by 
LAO TZU 

6th century BC Chinese Philosopher 
 

 

“My greatest gifts to you are Simplicity, Patience and Compassion.” 

 

“The three greatest treasures of Taoism: Frugality, Humility, & Gentleness.” 

 

“My words have a clue, my actions have an underlying principle. It is because 

men do not know the clue that they understand me not.” 
 

A presentation on Wednesday 14th July 2021 at the United Lodge of Theosophists, London UK 
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USEFUL TERMS FROM THE TAO 

 

Tao: The 'Way'. Man becomes 'One' with 'Heaven' or 'Nature', and merges himself with the 'Tao', 

the 'Way', the underlying Unity which embraces man, Nature, and all that is in the Universe. 'Unity' 

is already innate in our nature. Unity can only come from trust. We must not try to change the 

world, as this implies a mistrust of the world. It is necessary to trust oneself, others, Nature, and all 

that is in the Universe. 

Hu Wei: The Doctrine of Inaction. Lack of striving and ambition for gain is also defined as 

'intelligent spontaneity,' i.e. it is free from any conditioning. It is pure reaction. 

Zhenren: The true or genuine 'self' is 'empty', and not filled with concepts and 'conditioning' – 

either religious or national. This is the 'natural self', the crux of our existence, the state of 

authenticity, i.e. the true being or 'self', beneath the mask of personality. Only when this manifests 

can you begin to act genuinely in a way that will help the world.  

Li: Our intrinsic nature. 

Der: Virtue as a way of life, to be lived and practised. 

Ying: Mutual Resonance. This is the concept of  living in harmony with the 'Way', with Nature, and 

with the 'All.' 

Zitran: 'Nature' – That which is spontaneously of itself. 

Love: This must be universal and include enemies, as well as all the kingdoms of Nature. Love has 

no boundaries and you are that. 

 

TAO IN ITS TRANSCENDENTAL ASPECT, 

AND IN ITS PHYSICAL MANIFESTATION 

The Tao which can be expressed in words is not the eternal Tao; the name which can be 

uttered is not its eternal name. Without a name, it is the Beginning of Heaven and Earth; with a name, 

it is the Mother of all things. Only one who is eternally free from earthly passions can apprehend its 

spiritual essence; he who is ever clogged by passions can see no more than its outer form. These two 

things, the spiritual and the material, though we call them by different names, in their origin are one 

and the same. This sameness is a mystery,—the mystery of mysteries. It is the gate of all spirituality. 

How unfathomable is Tao! It seems to be the ancestral progenitor of all things. How pure and clear is 

Tao! It would seem to be everlasting. I know not of whom it is the offspring. It appears to have been 

anterior to any Sovereign Power. Tao is a great square with no angles, a great vessel which takes long 

to complete, a great sound which cannot be heard, a great image with no form. Tao lies hid and cannot 

be named, yet it has the power of transmuting and perfecting all things.  

Tao produced Unity; Unity produced Duality; Duality produced Trinity; and Trinity 

produced all existing objects. These myriad objects leave darkness behind them and embrace the 

light, being harmonised by the breath of Vacancy. Tao produces all things; its Virtue nourishes them; 

its Nature gives them form; its Force perfects them. Hence there is not a single thing but pays 

homage to Tao and extols its Virtue. This homage paid to Tao, this extolling of its Virtue, is due to 

no command, but is always spontaneous. 

   Thus it is that Tao, engendering all things, nourishes them, develops them, and fosters them; 

perfects them, ripens them, tends them, and protects them. Production without possession, action 

without self-assertion, development without domination: this is its mysterious operation. The World 
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has a First Cause, which may be regarded as the Mother of the World. When one has the Mother, 

one can know the Child. He who knows the Child and still keeps the Mother, though his body 

perish, shall run no risk of harm. It is the Way of Heaven not to strive, and yet it knows how to 

overcome; not to speak, and yet it knows how to obtain a response; it calls not, and things come of 

themselves; it is slow to move, but excellent in its designs. Heaven’s net is vast; though its meshes 

are wide, it lets nothing slip through.  

The Way of Heaven is like the drawing of a bow: it brings down what is high and raises 

what is low. It is the Way of Heaven to take from those who have too much, and give to those who 

have too little. But the way of man is not so. He takes away from those who have too little, to add to 

his own superabundance. What man is there that can take of his own superabundance and give it to 

mankind? Only he who possesses Tao. The Tao of Heaven has no favourites. It gives to all good 

men without distinction. Things wax strong and then decay. This is the contrary of Tao. What is 

contrary to Tao soon perishes. 

 

THE DOCTRINE OF INACTION  

The Sage occupies himself with inaction, and conveys instruction without words. Is it not by 

neglecting self-interest that one will be able to achieve it? Purge yourself of your profound 

intelligence, and you can still be free from blemish. Cherish the people and order the kingdom, and 

you can still do without meddlesome action. Who is there that can make muddy water clear? But if 

allowed to remain still, it will gradually become clear of itself. Who is there that can secure a state 

of absolute repose? But let time go on, and the state of repose will gradually arise. Be sparing of 

speech, and things will come right of themselves. A violent wind does not outlast the morning; a 

squall of rain does not outlast the day.  

   Such is the course of Nature. And if Nature herself cannot sustain her efforts long, how much less 

can man! Attain complete vacuity, and sedulously preserve a state of repose. Tao is eternally 

inactive, and yet it leaves nothing undone. If kings and princes could but hold fast to this principle, 

all things would work out their own reformation. If, having reformed, they still desired to act, I 

would have them restrained by the simplicity of the Nameless Tao. The simplicity of the Nameless 

Tao brings about an absence of desire. The absence of desire gives tranquillity. And thus the Empire 

will rectify itself. The softest things in the world override the hardest. That which has no substance 

enters where there is no crevice. Hence I know the advantage of inaction. Conveying lessons 

without words, reaping profit without action,—there are few in the world who can attain to this!  

   Activity conquers cold, but stillness conquers heat. Purity and stillness are the correct principles 

for mankind. Without going out of doors one may know the whole world; without looking out of the 

window, one may see the Way of Heaven. The further one travels, the less one may know. Thus it is 

that without moving you shall know; without looking you shall see; without doing you shall 

achieve. The pursuit of book-learning brings about daily increase. The practice of Tao brings about 

daily loss. Repeat this loss again and again, and you arrive at inaction. Practise inaction, and there is 

nothing which cannot be done. The Empire has ever been won by letting things take their course. 

He who must always be doing is unfit to obtain the Empire. Keep the mouth shut, close the 

gateways of sense, and as long as you live you will have no trouble. Open your lips and push your 

affairs, and you will not be safe to the end of your days. 

    Practise inaction, occupy yourself with doing nothing. Desire not to desire, and you will not 

value things difficult to obtain. Learn not to learn, and you will revert to a condition which mankind 

in general has lost. Leave all things to take their natural course, and do not interfere. 
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TAO AS A MORAL PRINCIPLE, OR VIRTUE 

     THE highest goodness is like water, for water is excellent in benefiting all things, and it does not 

strive. It occupies the lowest place, which men abhor. And therefore it is near akin to Tao. When 

your work is done and fame has been achieved, then retire into the background; for this is the Way 

of Heaven. Those who follow the Way desire not excess; and thus without excess they are for ever 

exempt from change. All things alike do their work, and then we see them subside. When they have 

reached their bloom, each returns to its origin. Returning to their origin means rest or fulfilment of 

destiny. This reversion is an eternal law. To know that law is to be enlightened. Not to know it, is 

misery and calamity. He who knows the eternal law is liberal minded. Being liberal-minded, he is 

just. Being just, he is kingly. Being kingly, he is akin to Heaven. Being akin to Heaven, he possesses 

Tao. Possessed of Tao, he endures for ever. Though his body perish, yet he suffers no harm. He who 

acts in accordance with Tao, becomes one with Tao. He who treads the path of Virtue becomes one 

with Virtue. He who pursues a course of Vice becomes one with Vice. The man who is one with 

Tao, Tao is also glad to receive. The man who is one with Virtue, Virtue is also glad to receive. The 

man who is one with Vice, Vice is also glad to receive. He who is self-approving does not shine. He 

who boasts has no merit. He who exalts himself does not rise high. Judged according to Tao, he is 

like remnants of food or a tumour on the body—an object of universal disgust. Therefore one who 

has Tao will not consort with such.   

 

PARADOXES  

     AMONG mankind, the recognition of beauty as such implies the idea of ugliness, and the 

recognition of good implies the idea of evil. There is the same mutual relation between existence 

and non-existence in the matter of creation; between difficulty and ease in the matter of 

accomplishing; between long and short in the matter of form; between high and low in the matter of 

elevation; between treble and bass in the matter of musical pitch; between before and after in the 

matter of priority. Nature is not benevolent; with ruthless in difference she makes all things serve 

their purposes, like the straw dogs we use at sacrifices. The Sage is not benevolent: he utilises the 

people with the like inexorability. The space between Heaven and Earth,—is it not like a bellows? It 

is empty, yet inexhaustible; when it is put in motion, more and more comes out.  

     Heaven and Earth are long-lasting. The reason why Heaven and Earth can last long is that they 

live not for themselves, and thus they are able to endure. Thirty spokes unite in one nave; the utility 

of the cart depends on the hollow centre in which the axle turns. Clay is moulded into a vessel; the 

utility of the vessel depends on its hollow interior. Doors and windows are cut out in order to make 

a house; the utility of the house depends on the empty spaces. Thus, while the existence of things 

may be good, it is the non-existent in them which makes them serviceable. When the Great Tao falls 

into disuse, benevolence and righteousness come into vogue. When shrewdness and sagacity 

appear, great hypocrisy prevails. It is when the bonds of kinship are out of joint that filial piety and 

paternal affection begin. It is when the State is in a ferment of revolution that loyal patriots arise. 

     Cast off your holiness, rid yourself of sagacity, and the people will benefit an hundredfold. 

Discard benevolence and abolish righteousness, and the people will return to filial piety and 

paternal love. Renounce your scheming and abandon gain, and thieves and robbers will disappear. 

These three precepts mean that outward show is insufficient, and therefore they  bid us be true to 

our proper nature;—to show simplicity, to embrace plain dealing, to reduce  selfishness, to 

moderate desire. A variety of colours makes man’s eye blind; a diversity of sounds makes man’s ear 

deaf; a mixture of flavours makes man’s palate dull. He who knows others is clever, but he who 
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knows himself is enlightened. He who over comes others is strong, but he who overcomes himself 

is mightier still. He is rich who knows when he has enough. He who acts with energy has strength 

of purpose. He who moves not from his proper place is long-lasting. He who dies, but perishes not, 

enjoys true longevity. 

     If you would contract, you must first expand. If you would weaken, you must first strengthen. If 

you would overthrow, you must first raise up. If you would take, you must first give. This is called the 

dawn of intelligence. He who is most perfect seems to be lacking; yet his resources are never 

outworn. He who is most full seems vacant; yet his uses are in exhaustible. Extreme straightness is as 

bad as crookedness. Extreme cleverness is as bad as folly. Extreme fluency is as bad as stammering. 

Those who know do not speak; those who speak do not know. Abandon learning, and you will be free 

from trouble and distress. Failure is the foundation of success, and the means by which it is achieved. 

Success is the lurking-place of failure; but who can tell when the turning-point will come?  

     He who acts destroys: he who grasps, loses. Therefore the Sage does not act, and so does not 

destroy; he does not grasp, and so he does not lose. Only he who does nothing for his life’s sake can 

truly be said to value his life. Man at his birth is tender and weak; at his death he is rigid and strong. 

Plants and trees when they come forth are tender and crisp; when dead, they are dry and tough. 

Thus rigidity and strength are the concomitants of death; softness and weakness are the 

concomitants of life. Hence the warrior that is strong does not conquer; the tree that is strong is cut 

down. Therefore the strong and the big take the lower place; the soft and the weak take the higher 

place. There is nothing in the world more soft and weak than water, yet for attacking things that are 

hard and strong there is nothing that surpasses it, nothing that can take its place. The soft overcomes 

the hard; the weak over comes the strong. There is no one in the world but knows this truth, and no 

one who can put it in to practice. Those who are wise have no wide range of learning; those who 

range most widely are not wise. The Sage does not care to hoard. The more he uses for the benefit 

of others, the more he possesses himself. The more he gives to his fellow-men, the more he has of 

his own. The truest sayings are paradoxical.  

 

MISCELLANEOUS SAYINGS AND PRECEPTS  

     By many words wit is exhausted; it is better to preserve a mean. The excellence of a 

dwelling is its site; the excellence of a mind is its profundity; the excellence of giving is 

charitableness; the excellence of speech is truthfulness; the excellence of government is order; 

the excellence of action is ability; the excellence of movement is timeliness. He who grasps 

more than he can hold, would be better without any. If a house is crammed with treasures of 

gold and jade, it will be impossible to guard them all. He who prides himself upon wealth and 

honour hastens his own downfall. He who strikes with a sharp point will not himself be safe for 

long. He who embraces unity of soul by subordinating animal instincts to reason will be able to 

escape dissolution. He who strives his utmost after tenderness can become even as a little child. 

If a man is clear-headed and intelligent, can he be without knowledge? The Sage attends to the 

inner and not to the outer; he puts away the objective and holds to the subjective. Between yes 

and yea, how small the difference! Between good and evil, how great the difference! What the 

world reverences may not be treated with disrespect. He who has not faith in others shall find 

no faith in them. To see oneself is to be clear of sight. Mighty is he who conquers himself. He 

who raises himself on tiptoe cannot stand firm; he who stretches his legs wide apart cannot 

walk. Racing and hunting excite man’s heart to madness.  

     The struggle for rare possessions drives a man to actions injurious to himself. The heavy is the 
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foundation of the light; repose is the ruler of unrest. The wise prince in his daily course never 

departs from gravity and repose. Though he possess a gorgeous palace, he will dwell there in with 

calm indifference. How should the lord of a myriad chariots conduct himself with levity in the 

Empire? Levity loses men’s hearts; unrest loses the throne. The skilful traveller leaves no tracks; 

the skilful speaker makes no blunders; the skilful reckoner uses no tallies. He who knows how to 

shut uses no bolts—yet you cannot open. He who knows how to bind uses no cords—yet you 

cannot undo. Among men, reject none; among things, reject nothing. This is called 

comprehensive intelligence. The good man is the bad man’s teacher; the bad man is the material 

upon which the good man works. If the one does not value his teacher, if the other does not love 

his material, then despite their sagacity they must go far astray. This is a mystery of great import. 

As unwrought material is divided up and made into serviceable vessels, so the Sage turns his 

simplicity to account, and thereby becomes the ruler of rulers. The course of things is such that 

what was in front is now behind; what was hot is now cold; what was strong is now weak; what 

was complete is now in ruin. Therefore the Sage avoids excess, extravagance, and grandeur. 

Which is nearer to you, fame or life? Which is more to you, life or wealth? Which is the greater 

malady, gain or loss? Excessive ambitions necessarily entail great sacrifice. Much hoarding must 

be followed by heavy loss. He who knows when he has enough will not be put to shame. He who 

knows when to stop will not come to harm. Such a man can look forward to long life. 

      There is no sin greater than ambition; no calamity greater than discontent; no vice more 

sickening than covetousness. He who is content always has enough. Do not wish to be rare like 

jade, or common like stone. The Sage has no hard and fast ideas, but he shares the ideas of the 

people and makes them his own. Living in the world, he is apprehensive lest his heart be sullied 

by contact with the world. The people all fix their eyes and ears upon him. The Sage looks upon 

all as his children. I have heard that he who possesses the secret of life, when travelling abroad, 

will not flee from rhinoceros or tiger; when entering a hostile camp, he will not equip himself 

with sword or buckler. The rhinoceros finds in him no place to insert its horn; the tiger has 

nowhere to fasten its claw; the soldier has nowhere to thrust his blade. And why? Because he 

has no spot where death can enter.   

     To see small beginnings is clearness of sight. To rest in weakness is strength. He who knows 

how to plant, shall not have his plant uprooted; he who knows how to hold a thing, shall not 

have it taken away. Sons and grandsons will worship at his shrine, which shall endure from 

generation to generation. Knowledge in harmony is called constant. Constant knowledge is 

called wisdom. Increase of life is called felicity. The mind directing the body is called strength. 

Be square without being angular. Be honest without being mean. Be upright without being 

punctilious. Be brilliant without being showy. Good words shall gain you honour in the market-

place, but good deeds shall gain you friends among men. To the good I would be good; to the 

not-good I would also be good, in order to make them good. With the faithful I would keep 

faith; with the unfaithful I would also keep faith, in order that they may become faithful. Even if 

a man is bad, how can it be right to cast him off? 

    Requite injury with kindness! 

 

The United Lodge of Theosophists, London UK 
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The Seeds of Wisdom 

 
initial reading 

 

  

“There is only one way of influencing man towards a good 

life: namely to live a good life oneself.”       Count Leo Tolstoy 

 

 
"The way of inward peace is in all things to conform to the pleasure and 

disposition of the Divine Will. Such as would have all things succeed and come to 

pass according to their own fancy, are not come to know this way; and therefore lead 

a harsh and bitter life; always restless and out of humour, without treading the way of 

peace." Know then, oh Man, that he who seeks the hidden way, can only find it 

through the door of life. In the hearts of all, at some time, there arises the desire for 

knowledge. He who thinks his desire will be fulfilled, as the little bird in the nest, 

who has only to open his mouth to be fed; will very truly be disappointed. 

In all Nature we can find no instance where effort of some kind is not required. 

We find there is a natural result from such effort. He who would live the life or find 

wisdom can only do so by continued effort. If one becomes a student, and learns to 

look partially within the veil, or has found within his own being something that is 

greater than his outer self, it gives no authority for one to sit down in idleness or 

fence himself in from contact with the world. Because one sees the gleam of the light 

ahead he cannot say to his fellow "I am holier than thou" or draw the mantle of 

seclusion around himself. 

There is no idleness for the Mystic. He finds his daily life among the roughest and 

hardest of the labours and trials of the world perhaps, but goes his way with smiling 

face and joyful heart, nor grows too sensitive for association with his fellows, nor so 

extremely spiritual as to forget that some other body is perhaps hungering for food.  

Desire neither notice, fame nor wealth. Unknown you are in retirement. Being 

flameless you are undisturbed in your seclusion, and can walk the broad face of the 

earth fulfilling your duty, as commanded, unrecognised. 

If the duty grows hard, or you faint by the way, be not discouraged, fearful or 

weary of the world. Remember that "Thou may'st look for silence in tumult, solitude 

in company, light in darkness, forgetfulness in pressures, vigour in despondency, 

courage in fear, resistance in temptation, peace in war, and quiet in tribulation." 

Be temperate in all things, most of all in condemnation of other men. 

     William Q Judge 


