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INTRODUCTION



BOOK OF VENERABLE MASTERS

The Laozi +#-"(Book of Venerable Masters; abbr. LZ), or Daode
Jjing JATEAT (Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power; abbr. DDJ), is
perhaps the most important and revered text in the entire Daoist
tradition. One of the earliest texts of classical Daoism, it may be
interpreted in a number of ways, one of the most significant of which

is as a manual of self-cultivation and mystical realization.

The Book of Venerable Masters, usually translated as the Book of
Master Lao, is the most well known text from the seminal phase of
Daoism, namely, the ‘“classical period” (480 B.C.E.-9 C.E.). In
particular, it is one of a number of “classics” that survive from the
Warring States (480-222 B.C.E.), a time of immense political strife,
violent social upheaval, and philosophical diversity. The received
Book of Venerable Masters contains material from at least as early as
the fourth century B.C.E. and is usually associated with the so-called

“Daoist school” (daojia iﬁ%‘:)l,l a loosely knit group of individual

practitioners and cultivation communities that Harold Roth (Brown

! Daojia 1%, first appearing in Sima Tan ﬁjﬁﬁi(d. 110 B.C.E.) and Sima Qian's
filFo# (145-86? B.C.E.) Shiji flI5e! (Records of the Historian), was originally a
bibliographic category, a way to catalogue texts with seemingly similar concerns.
However, Harold Roth has shown that there were, in fact, communities of
practitioners that could receive the label "Daoist school.” Here one should note that
this was not a “philosophical school” or a “way of thinking,” but rather a religious
school and a way of being. See Roth 1999, 173-203. Cf Kirkland 2004.
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University) has labeled “inner cultivation lineages.”” The texts most
commonly associated with these inner cultivation lineages or Warring
States “Daoism™ are the Laozi #< (Book of Venerable Masters)”
and Zhuangzi -~ (Book of Master Zhuang; abbr. ZZ). However
recent revisionist scholarship would add the so-called “Xinshu” & &~
(Techniques ofthe Heart-mind) chapters of the Guanzi ﬁi'(Book of
Master Guan), chapters thirty-six through thirty-eight and chapter

% Developing Roth (1999, 181-85), one might also refer to the earliest “Daoists” as
“technicians of the Way” (daoshu shi 3ifs ).
3 When speaking of the Daoist tradition, some consider it problematic to identify an
organized religious movement (“Daoism”) before the 2™ century C.E. at the earliest,
and perhaps as late as the 5 century. One may thus wish to refer to these texts as
“proto-Daoism.” In addition, “Daoism” (“Taoism”) is a Western interpretative
category that encompasses many diverse phenomena; it may thus turn out that we
must discard “Daoism” as a viable concept and speak of independent but interrelated
movements. Such, however, is not my position. I hold that Daoism is a religious
tradition, albeit one composed of diverse adherents, communities, practices,
soteriological goals, historical influences and so forth, that begins with the inner
cultivation lineages of the Warring States period and that focuses on a life lived in
attunement with the Dao as sacred reality. Much work remains to be done on the
various connective tissues that bind and separate Daoists and Daoist movements
throughout history. One such strand is clearly the cultivation of “clarity and stillness”
(gingjing ?%7?'3), a concern found in the inner cultivation lineages, early Celestial
Masters, Tang-dynasty Shangqing, and Quanzhen. For an initial attempt to identify
some commonalities see Russell Kirkland’ s Taoism: The Enduring Tradition (2004).
* This text later received the title Daode jing RS (Scripture on the Dao and
Inner Power). I have translated Laozi as “Book of Venerable Masters,” rather than
“Book of Master Lao,” in keeping with my view that the text is a series of “sayings
collages.” I have also translated Daode jing as “Scripture on the Dao and Inner
Power,” rather than the more conventional “Classic of the Way and Virtue,” to
emphasize its sacred standing in the Daoist tradition. In this sense the text is a
“scripture” (jing 5%). It is clear, however, that the work has also exerted tremendous
influence on Chinese culture more generally. In this sense the text is a “classic” (jing



forty-nine,” as well as parts of the Huainanzi ), %" (Book of the
Masters of Huainan) and Lushi chungiu FE‘,R;F"\.?’}‘ (Spring and
Autumn Annals of Mister Lii).° If one accepts the suggestion that the
Daoistic aspects ofthese texts are related to the early inner cultivation
lineages, then they provide insights into the practice modalities and
communal contexts of the earliest “Daoist” practitioners and
communities.” Throughout the pages of the texts of the classical
period, one finds practice principles, specific cultivation methods,
goals and aspirations, descriptions of mystical absorption, as well as

representatives and models of successful training.

The Book of Venerable Masters is traditionally associated with Laozi
=", Here begins the enigma. “Laozi” may be translated/interpreted
in a number of ways: ‘“Master Lao,” “Old Child,” “Old Master,”or

“venerable masters.” In terms of traditional attribution and
biographical material, the standard source is chapter sixty-three of the
Shiji EUF,;H (Records of the Historian) at least partially compiled by
Sima Tan ﬁjﬁ,r%ﬁ, Grand Astrologer of the Han court during the

* The “Neiye”["|%¥ (Inward Training; abbr. NY) is one of the key Techniques of
the Heart-mind chapters.

 The Liezi Fl+"(Book of Master Lie) is often placed in the classical period.
However, although the received text contains some early material, especially from
the Zhungzi, the Liezi was compiled in the fourth century C.E. For a catalogue and
historical annotations of translations of Daoist texts see Komjathy 2003.

7 Some would deny the application of “Daoist,” understood as an initiated member
of a self-conscious religious tradition, to these practitioners. However, arguably such
inclusion involves a specific way of life, specific worldviews, practices, and
goals/ideals, more than some institutional affiliation.
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early years of Emperor Wu's reign (r. 141-87 B.C.E.), and completed
by his son Sima Qian ) &:& (ca. 145-86 B.C.E.). The Records of

the Historian provides the following account:

Laozi was a person of Quren village in the Lai district of Hu
province in Chu Z£. His surname was Li #%. He had the
given name Er *', personal name Boyang ({fiff, and
posthumous name Dan T He was a historiographer in

charge ofthe archives of Zhou.

Kongzi [Confucius] once traveled to Zhou because he desired
to ask Laozi about ritual (1i fr%)_. Laozi said, “The sages you
speak about have long withered along with their bones.
Moreover, when a superior person is in accord with the times,
he rides in a carriage; when his time has not yet arrived, he
wanders with the wind. I have heard that a good merchant
fills his storehouses but appears to have nothing; a superior
person is overflowing with inner power (de f) but looks
like a fool. Abandon your prideful airs and various desires;
get rid of your rigid posturing and lascivious thoughts. Each

ofthese contains no benefit. I have nothing more to say.”

Kongzi left and later addressed his disciples, “Birds, I know,
can fly; fish, [ know, can swim; animals, I know, can run. For

the running, one can make a net; for the swimming, one can



make a line; for the flying, one can make an arrow. But when
it comes to a dfagon, I have no way of knowing how it rides
the wind and clouds and ascends into the heavens. Today I
have met Laozi who is really like unto a dragon.”

Laozi cultivated the Dao (xiudao {53f1) and inner power. He
taught that one should efface oneself and be without fame in
the world. After he had lived in Zhou for a long time, he saw
that the Zhou was in decline. Then he departed. When he
reached the pass [Hangu Pass ?ﬁ”ﬁ%ﬁ], the keeper of the
pass, Yin Xi 73 | said, “We will see no more of you. I
request that you write a book for us.” Laozi then wrote a
book in two parts, discussing the Dao and inner power in
5,000 words.

Thereupon, he departed No one knows where he ended his
life.

Thus, Laozi is sometimes known as Li Er 2 =' or Lao Dan #7%, In
this account, Laozi is said to have been an archivist of the Eastern
Zhou dynasty (770-256 B.C.E.) and a senior contemporary and
teacher of Kongzi +~+" (Confucius; ca. 551-ca, 479 B.C.E.). In

addition, while preparing to depart on his “western journeys,” he met

8 This phrase became the title of the eleventh-century Youlong zhuan — J&{iR
(Like Unto a Dragon; DZ 774).



Yin Xi #1H. The latter would come to occupy a central place in the
later establishment of Louguan #i#!(Lookout Tower Monastery) as

a major Daoist center.

In contrast to the above account, deeper inquiry suggests that creation
of the pseudo-historical person “Laozi” was a conflation of different
legends.” The earliest stratum, which came from a

Ruist {7 (Confucian) source and was current by the fourth century
B.C.E., centered on a meeting between a certain Lao Dan and Kongzi.
Subsequently, Laozi was made the foremost representative of
Zhuangzi's j+=" philosophy.'” During the first half of the third
century B.C.E., Lao Dan was recognized as a great teacher in his own
right, the founder of the “Daoist,”or perhaps more accurately
“Laoist,” school. It was only during the Early Han dynasty (202
B.C.E.-9 C.E.) that parallels were identified between the Laozi and
Zhuangzi and the texts became classified under the bibliographic
category “Daoist school” (daojia ifi%). The elevation of Laozi as a
verifiable historical figure and “founder” was also an attempt to gain
political authority, especially on the part of representatives of
Huang-Lao ?h #  This name refers to a Han-dynasty political

movement that venerated Huangdi _ka[ TTJ (Yellow Thearch) and

’ The most detailed and convincing argument may be found in A.C. Graham's article
“The Origins ofthe Legend of Lao Tan” (1998 [1986]).

' Laozi, or Lao Dan, appears in various chapters ofthe Zhuangzi, including chapters

three, five, seven, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, twenty-one, twenty-two,

twenty-three, twenty-five, twenty-seven, and thirty-three.
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Laozi #~"(Master Lao) and combined aspects of “Daoism” and
“Legalism.” But what does such revisionist scholarship mean for the
Daoist tradition and practicing Daoists? One response might be to
continue to revere Laozi as a “place-holder,”as representing the
classical tradition, including the earliest practitioners and cultivation
communities. However, it also suggests that, in the case of Daoism,
the search for some obscure founder like Jesus Christ or Sakyamuni
Buddha is perhaps a futile endeavor. The Daoist lineage did not begin

and does not end with a human being.

With regard to the text itself, recent philological and archaeological
research reveals the Book of Venerable Masters as an anthology with
a variety of textual and historical layers. There is no single author.
There is much to recommend the view that the received text (most
often the Wang Bi = jij [226-249 C.E.] redaction) is an anthology
of earlier (perhaps 5™ and 4™ ¢. B.C.E.) oral traditions that were later
(by at least 168 B.C.E.) codified into a “coherent” text. Thus, one
may tentatively identify at least five phases in the historical
compilation of the received Daode jing 3fi 7% (Scripture on the Dao
and Inner Power): (1) oral traditions, including mnemonic aphorisms;
(2) collections of sayings;'' (3) early anthologies; (4) codified,
classified, and edited anthologies; and (5) fully integrated and

" Here one thinks ofthe so-called Book of O, which many Bible scholars believe to
be a collection of'the historical Jesus' sayings that was later used as the source for the
received Gospels.



standardized editions.”” For this reason, I have translated the title
Laozi as Book of Venerable Masters in keeping with my view that the
text is an anthology, a collection of teachings from various teachers
and communities living between the fifth century B.C.E. and the
second century B.C.E."

My proposed sequence of composition is supported by recent
archeological finds, specifically the manuscripts unearthed at
Mawangdui 5= H&(near Changsha; Hunan) and Guodian E"‘{VFF]
(Jingmen; Hubei). The received Daode jing consists of eighty-one
chapters'* that are commonly divided into two sections, the so-called
daojing JFixE(chs. 1-37) and dejing 875 (chs. 38-81)." In the case
of the two Mawangdui manuscripts, discovered in 1973 and datable

to at least 168 B.C.E., the text of the Laozi is similar to the received

2 The most successful attempt at providing a historically contextualized English
translation of the Daode jing is Michael LaFargue's The Tao of'the Tao Te Ching
(1992).

3 At some point one can imagine someone undertaking the difficult task of
identifying the different “schools” associated with various passages and chapters.
Here I am thinking of research on the Zhuangzi 4~ (Book of Master Zhuang),
which recognizes the following groups: (1) Primitivists (chs. 8-10; parts of 11, 12,
and 14); (2) Hedonists (chs. 28-31); (3) Syncretists (chs. 12-16, 33); (4) later
followers of Zhuang Zhou (chs. 17-22); and (5) Anthologists (chs, 23-27, 32) (Mair
2000, 37).

' The division into eighty-one chapters is associated particularly with the Heshang
gong Jf' % version (see below), which also has chapter titles. It was not
universally accepted until much later, probably during the Tang period (618-907),
when the text was standardized under the patronage of Emperor Xuanzong 3 (r.
712-755).

'3 The Daodejing is also referred to as the “Five Thousand Character Text” (wugian
wen ~1— ), areference to its approximate length.
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version except for one interesting fact: the divisions are reversed.'®
The Mawangdui manuscripts begin with the dejing section (chs.
38-81) and end with the daojing section (chs. 1-37)."" This means
that the basic organization and content of the received text was
established by at least the second ¢entury B.C.E. However, if one
accepts the importance of the Guodian manuscripts, also referred to
as the “Bamboo Laozi,” then there is evidence for considering the
earliest versions as being “anthologies” and “sayings collages.” The
Guodian bamboo strips, discovered in 1993 and datable to at least 300
B.C.E., represent the oldest extant version of the Laozi, In its
transcribed form, it divides into three groups: (A) Thrity-nine bamboo
slips, which correspond in whole or in part to various chapters (chs.
19, 66, 46, 30, 15 64, 37, 63,2 32 25 5 16 64 56,57, 55 44, 40,
and 9); (B) Eighteen slips (chs. 59, 48, 20, 12, 41, 52, 45, and 54);
and (C) Fourteen slips (chs. 17, 18, 35, 31, and 64). The arrangement
of the passages differs significantly from the received version, and
there are numerous variant and/or archaic characters. In terms of
content, it is noteworthy that many of the polemical and anti-Ruist
(Confucian) passages are absent. One explanation is that the
“Bamboo Laozi” represents an earlier phase of composition. The

Guodian slips point towards the fact that the organization and content

' There are also character variants and some grammatical particles that have
provided textual clarification.

'7 Translations of the Mawangdui manuscripts may be found in Henricks 1989 and
Lau 1989.



of the received text was in flux at least as late as the end of the fourth

century B.C.E."®

In sum, the Book of Venerable Masters, or Scripture on the Dao and
Inner Power, is an anthology containing a variety of historical and
textual layers. It is an anonymous text, with many of its passages

coming from the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E.

Returning to the received Book of Venerable Masters, the text
consists of eighty-one chapters and approximately 5,000 characters.
The chapters have varying line length, chapter length, and concerns.
In addition, much of the text is rhymed. Comparison between the
Book of Venerable Masters and other early poetry collections, such as
the Shijing %ﬁfﬁ(ClaSSic of Poetry) and Chuci 2Z5F (Lyﬁcs of Chu),
reveal a poetic structure closer to that used in the fourth century
B.C.E. Perhaps more importantly, the concise and rhythmic
characteristics of the text suggest a mnemonic function; that is, the
lines, representing earlier sayings and practice guidelines, were easily
committed to memory and recited.” The text is often cryptic and

enigmatic, enabling it to be adopted, adapted, and interpreted in a

'8 A translation ofthe Guodian Laozi may be found in Henricks 2000. For academic
articles see Allan and Williams 2000.

' This is obvious in contemporary Daoist contexts as well, wherein the Scripture on
the Dao and Inner Power is sometimes chanted. In addition, during a fieldtrip to
China in 1997 1 visited Daoist temples at Qingcheng shan :FFJW['I (Azure Wall
Mountain). While staying at Shangqing gong &} (Palace of Highest Clarity), a
Dragon Gate monk and I exchanged our favorite memorized lines from the scripture.
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variety of ways and contexts. As this is true of the original Chinese
text(s), how much more so for contemporary English translations with

their assorted agendas?

It is unnecessary to review all of these Euro-American cultural
productions, but some of the most prevalent and influential distortions
must be mentioned. There are various outdated misconceptions and
misinterpretations that continue to hold sway in non-specialist
contexts, particularly in popular New Age discourse communities and
Western academic discourse. The most epidemic among these is the
bifurcation of the Daoist tradition into “philosophical Daoism” and
“religious Daoism.” I would label this interpretative tendency as the
“received view” concerning Daoism. Under this interpretation, the
former is “original,” “pure” and “true” Daoism, while the latter is a
“corrupt” and “degenerate” adjunct to the former. Some also
mistakenly equate “philosophical Daoism™ with the Chinese daojia
114 (lit, “Family of the Way”) and “religious Daoism” with the
Chinese daojiao {55 (lit.,, “Teachings of the Way”). With regard to
the former, the Western construction of “philosophical Daoism” has

no correlation to the Chinese term daojia, a taxonomic category used

? This outdated interpretative framework is, unfortunately, perpetuated in Julian
Pas’ Historical Dictionary of Taoism (1997). For a critical review see the Review
Section at the Daoist Studies website (www.daoiststudies.org). For discussions of
such interpretative issues in Daoist Studies, especially key questions such as “Who is
a Daoist?” and “What is Daoism?”, see Creel 1956; Sivin 1978; Saso 1978;
Striclfmann 1980; Thompson 1993; Kobayashi 1995; Kirkland 1997; 2000; Clarke
2000 ; Kohn and Roth 2002; Komjathy 2002a; 2004; Miller 2003.
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by Han historiographers as a way of classifying texts and as a veiled
reference to the Huang-Lao :FEHZ tradition. With regard to the latter,

the use of daojiao as a designation for a self-conscious Daoist
religious tradition did not emerge until the fifth century C.E. This

occurred in the struggle for imperial patronage and court influence, in
attempts to distinguish “Daoism” from Buddhism. It was also
employed as a legitimizing factor in Kou Qianzhi's 3%/ (365-448)
reform movement called the New Way of the Celestial Master, also
known as the “Northern Celestial Masters.” That is, there are no

theoretically grounded, historically accurate, or anthropologically
relevant referents for the Western distinction between “philosophical
Daoism” and “religious Daoism.” This bifurcated interpretative
framework fails to cbnsider the complexity and diversity of the Daoist

tradition itself. Any bimodal (bipolar) understanding of Daoism
should be discarded.

Moreover, there is no such thing as philosophical Daoism.
Philosophical Daoism is wholly a modern Western construct that has
no correspondence to actual historical events or personages.”’ From

its “beginnings,” here dated to the Warring States period (480-222

2l When 1 say that “philosophical Daoism is a complete fiction” I am speaking
historically in terms of the Chinese religious tradition which is Daoism. However, if
one were to expand the discussion to include contemporary developments, it is clear
that there are individuals, both Chinese and Western, who consider themselves

“philosophical Daoists.” One such individual is Liu Xiaogan Z[<Ip (b. 1947).
Internet groups, or “webrings,” such as the Circle of Wandering Daoists fall into this
category as well. While such individuals are clearly applying classical Daoist “ideas”
to modern intellectual and social needs, much of their authority rests on the highly
questionable beliefand claim ofrepresenting “original Daoism.”

12



B.C.E.), “Daoism” was a “religious tradition.”*

“Religion” here is
not used in a restrictive sense as a veiled reference to Catholicism,
that is, as a highly structured institution with priestly hierarchies,
although such characteristics are clearly part of many religious
traditions (including certain movements in organized Daoism). As I
use the term, “religion” involves an interaction between the human
dimension and the sacred dimension(s), often through trans-rational
responses.” This “definition” suggests that the core of religious
traditions centers on “mystical experiences” or “encounters” with that
which a given community defines as “sacred” or as “ultimate
reality.”* Tt centers on a “more.” This does not entail that other,
non-mystical experiences, such as a feeling of communal belonging,
are not equally valid and important. What it does suggest is that,
especially emicly speaking, many forms of communal organization

fail to re-member such connections with the sacred. My claim that

22 For many historians, it is problematic to speak of “Daoism,” which in this reading
is understood as an organized tradition with a self-conscious collective identity,
before the 2™ century C.E. This view centers on Zhang Daoling J=iiME (fl. 142
C.E.?) and the early Tianshi KHFJ (Celestial Masters) movement. This view is
misguided for two important reasons. First, it neglects historical precedents (see
below); second, one could argue that “Daoism” was not an organized tradition with a
self-conscious identity until the early medieval period (see Kobayashi 1995; Kirkland
1997).

2 This definition is indebted to the work of Rudolf Otto, William James, Mircea
Eliade, and Paul Tillich.

* What exactly the “sacred dimension” is depends of the Daoist sub-tradition
involved. There are also different types of “mystical experiences” in Daoism. For
instance, Warring States adepts were directed towards “unification,” while early
Shangqing & (Highest Clarity) practitioners aimed at joining a celestial
bure*icracy. On types of Daoist mysticism see Kohn 1991.
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“Daoism” is a “religious tradition” from the very beginning is based
on both a close reading of classical Daoist texts, such as the Daode
jing GE AT and Zhuangzi =", and a more comprehensive
understanding of the tradition as a whole.”® With regard to the’
Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power, this text, which is held up as
the representative work of "philosophical Daoism,” contains
references to specific techniques, stage-based training regimens,
specific types of experiences, and accounts of successful and

venerated models for “realizing the Dao”(dedao Hif1).

So how did such a historical construction come to dominate and be
perpetuated in Western cultural contexts? The “received view” of
Daoism originates in Western colonialism and missionary activity,
concerning which contemporary New Age appropriative agendas are
heirs. It was during the late imperial period (1368-1911) that the first
Western missionaries arrived in China, bringing with them a whole

set of new cultural influences, sensibilities, and prejudices. One of the

» Two additional points should be made. First, the modern Chinese approximation
of the Western category “religion” is zongjiao 45, literally meaning the “teachings
of the ancestors.” That is, in a Chinese context, “religion” is understood as involving
a community that is both corporeal and spiritual. Second, my suggestion that religion
involves an interaction between the human dimension and the sacred dimension
would, arguably, be recognized and accepted by practicing Daoists. As will become
clear, most Daoist movements originated in divine revelations, most notably from
gods and immortals. For the moment, it is enough to note the importance of talismans
(fu Ff) in the Daoist tradition. Like a talisman, the Daoist practitioner's practice
culminates in a joining of two things that were originally unified but which have
become separated over time.

14



most well-known early missionaries was Matteo Ricci (1551-1610), a
representative of the Roman Catholic Jesuit order®® who was based in
Macao in the 1580s. Ricci and his Jesuit brethren were soon followed
by various other Catholic orders, specifically the Dominicans in the
early years of contact. This eventually led to a conflict concerning the
Jesuit practice of adaptation and accommodation. In 1704, the Pope
condemned Chinese rituals, and in 1742 a decree was issued that
settled all points against the Jesuits. This remained the position of the
Catholic Church until 1939. However, emperors such as Shengzu ZH
¥' (Kangxi R r. 1662-1722) and Gaozong E{J%\’ ( Qianlong ¥z
[%; r. 1736-1795) promoted the Jesuit position. This led to the
proscription of Christianity in 1724. It was not until 1846 at French
insistence that the proscription was lifted.”” The period between 1860
and 1900 saw the gradual spread of missionary stations into every
province. One of the central figures in this missionary activity and in
the Western “invention” of Daoism was James Legge (1815-1897), a
Scottish Congregationalist and representative of the London
Missionary Society in Malacca and Hong Kong (1840-1873). Legge
was one of the first Westerners to translate Daoist texts beyond the
Daode jing and Zhuangzi. His translations became highly popular, to

the point of becoming canonical (they are still in print through Dover).

* The Jesuits were and are known especially for their erudition and openness to
learning. In addition, their basis in Roman Catholicism makes them more
sympathetic to ritualistic expression and institutional hierarchies.

¥ The development of Daoist Studies itself is indebted to colonialism: the earliest
researeh occurred in France and Japan.
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They were published in Max Muller's Sacred Books of the East,
published in fifty volumes between 1879 and 1891. Legge's Texts of
Taoism made up volumes thirty-nine and forty. Legge, like his
Victorian and Christian missionary counterparts, viewed and
disseminated the Daode jing as the “Daoist bible” and Laozi as the
“founder” of Daoism. This also involved the distinction between a
so-called “philosophical Daoism” and “religious Daoism,” with the
former being “pure” and “original” Daoism and the latter being a
degenerate and superstitious adjunct to the former. There can be little
doubt that the “Victorian invention of Daoism,” the “Leggian view”

of the Daoist tradition, established many of the dominant
interpretative lenses for the West's interaction with the tradition. That
is, Legge's portrayal of Daoism, influenced by Confucian literati
officials, is the “received view” of Daoism, the most widespread
construction of Daoism in the West. One might even go so far as to
call it the “Sinological prejudice” concerning Daoism, because of the
widespread influence of Confucian literati, Victorian translators, and

their intellectual progeny.*®

8 As Girardot explains, "Legge was the single most important figure in contributing
to the late Victorian invention of ‘Taoism‘ as a reified entity located ‘classically’,
‘purely, and ‘philosophically’ within certain ancient texts or 'sacred books'—or,
more accurately, within a single enigmatic ‘classical’ text or Taoist ‘bible’ known as
the Tao Te Ching (Book of the Tao and Its Power) attributed to the sage Lao Tzu”

(1999, 108). In addition, “Legge's extensive Taoist studies...set much of the
underlying tone, textual content and hidden logic for subsequent Western discussions
ofthis tradition within Sinology, the general history of religions and popular culture"
(ibid. , 109; see also Girardot 2002).
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Such are our interpretative legacies. The interpretations are, of course,
intimately related to the translations. Concerning the history of the
translation of the Daode jing, Chinese historiography tells us that a
Sanskrit translation was produced in the seventh century and that the
Buddhist monk Xuanzang %t (596-664) transported it to India
during his pilgrimage (see Pelliot 1912). The earliest known Western
translation of the Daode jing was a Latin version produced by Jesuit
missionaries in China, which a certain Matthew Raper presented to
the Royal Asiatic Society in 1788. The stated intention of the
translators was to show that “the Mysteries of the Most High Trinity
and Incarnate God were anciently known to the Chinese nation”
(Legge 1962a [1891], xiii; Hardy 1998, 165).”’ The next earliest
translation (French; 1842) was that of Stanislas Julien (d. 1873), a
student of Jean-Pierre (J.P.) Abel Rémusat (1788-1832?). The first
English version (1868) was produced by John Chalmers (fl. 1860);
this was, in turn, followed by those of Frederic Balfour (fl. 1880)
(English; 1884) and James Legge (1815-1897) (English; 1891) (see
Legge 1962a [1891], xi-xiv; Welch 1957 - 4-5; Hardy 1998, especially
165-66; LaFargue and Pas 1998, 299-301).

And so began the Western fascination with the Daode jing, one ofthe
most hermeneutically open and interpretatively malleable texts in

“world literature.” In 1998, Michael LaFargue and Julian Pas

¥ According to Legge (ibid.), the manuscript version was still extant in England
when he wrote his preface to The Texts of Taoism.
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estimated the number of Western translations at 250, pointing towards
the oft-stated truism that “the Daode jing is the most translated
book in the world next to the Bible” (see, e.g., Welch 1957, 4; Mair
1990, xi; Chan 2000, 1). Moreover, the text has become a sort of
bible for contemporary New Age discourse communities, in both
“translations” and “adaptations” such as the Tao of Pooh (1982).

ke

With regard to “translations,” the situation has deteriorated fo the
point where one does not need to

know Chinese to produce and publish a “translation.” Perhaps the
most well-known (and influential) of these cultural productions,
which tell us more about Western fantasies than the Daoist tradition,
is Stephen Mitchell's translation. Here Mitchell informs the reader,
“[T]he most essential preparation for my work was a fourteen-year
long course of Zen training, which brought me face to face with
Lao-tzu and his true disciples and heirs, the early Chinese Zen
Masters....If I haven't always translated Lao-tzu's words, my

intention has always been to translate his mind" (Mitchell 1988, x).

When someone reads such “translations” and claims to have an
affinity, one must realize that the text at hand is not the Daode jing. It
is a manipulated and reinterpreted approximation, a source text forced
into parameters that meet the most prevalent desires and expectations

ofa contemporary audience.”

3 For discussions of some of these translations see Julia Hardy's contribution to
Lao-tzu and the Tao-te-ching (Kohn and LaFargue 1998). Here Hardy suggests that
“bad scholarship often makes good religion.”
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These misconceptions and misinterpretations aside, in the context of
Daoist tradition, the figure of Laozi and the Book of Venerable
Masters, or Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power, are intimately
connected. During the Later Han dynasty (25-221 C.E.), numerous
communal and populace-supported forms of religious activity began
to become more viable and widespread. It was also during this time
that Laozi #~" became imperially recognized as the deity Laojun #
71 (Lord Lao). Thus, there is the Laozi ming ¥~ (Inscription for
Laozi), which dates from 165 C.E. and is the earliest textual evidence
about the official cult of a deified Laozi. It was also during this time
that Laozi as Lord Lao and the text of the Laozi became centrally
important in the most well-known earliest form of organized Daoism,
namely, the Tianshi =-ff] (Celestial Masters) movement. According
to traditional accounts, in 142 C.E. Zhang Daoling 3=ifif& (fl. 140
C.E.?) received a revelation from Lord Lao, the “deified” form of
Laozi and personification of the Dao, on Mount Heming &{IF}

(Crane Cry).*' During Lord Lao's revelation, Zhang was appointed
as terrestrial representative, the “Celestial Master,” and given healing
powers as a sign of his empowerment. The movement in turn became
patrilineal, passing from Zhang Daoling to his son Zhang Heng J=fi
and then to his son Zhang Lu 3=£% (fl. 190 C.E.). In the communal
and ritual context of the early Celestial Masters, the text of Laozi was

so important that Zhang Lu wrote a commentary on it entitled the

' In contemporary Longmen /] (Dragon Gate) Daoism, this location is
sometimes associated with Qingcheng shan ?Jﬁ*}p [(Azure Wall Mountain; Sichuan).
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Laozi Xiang'er zhu ¥~ {821~ (Xiang’er Commentary on the Laozi;
DH 56).> Moreover, this commentary and the text itself formed the
earliest extant Daoist precepts, also associated with the early Celestial
Masters. These are the so-called “Nine Practices” and “Xiang'er
Precepts,” both of which appear in the sixth-century Taishang laojun
Jinghi- 7~ FHTIFEE (Scriptural Statutes of the Great High Lord
Lao; DZ 786).

Laozi as “historical personage” occupied a place of prominence
during many other moments and in various contexts of Daoist history.
Perhaps most importantly was his role in the establishment of
Louguan #£#! (Lookout Tower Monastery), the first Daoist
monastic community, and in the founding mythology of the Tang
imperial house. At the end of the Northern Wei dynasty (386-534),
members of the Northern Celestial Masters congregated in a newly
established center in the Zhongnan mountains (near present-day
Xi’an). This was Louguan #£/#! (Lookout Tower Monastery;
called Louguan tai /£ today), which was founded by Yin
Tong #13¢] (398-499?) and became the first Daoist monastery.” Yin
Tong claimed descent from Yin Xi #/H1 , the “guardian ofthe pass”

who legend tells us received the Daode jing from Laozi as he left
China for his western travels. Louguan eventually grew significantly

and rose to prominence under the leadership of Wang Daoyi iﬁ*

32 The Xiang'er commentary has been translated by Stephen Bokenkamp in his Early
Daoist Scriptures (1997).
33 See Livia Kohn's Monastic Life in Medieval Daoism (2003).

20



(447-510). A number of visions of Lord Lao appeared there, which
also helped to solidify the temple's place of importance in the
geo-political landscape. Some representative works from Louguan
include the Laojun jiejing H3PAE (Precept Scripture of Lord Lao;
DZ 784), Xishengjing EI%IJ?; (Scripture on Western Ascension; DZ
666; DZ 726), and Chuanshou jingjie [H#%7%5 (Transmission of
Scriptures and Precepts; DZ 1241). Louguan Daoists also compiled
encyclopedias, including the important Wushang biyao =, FF4f)
(Esoteric Essentials of the Most High; DZ 1138).

During the Tang dynasty (618-907), many Tang emperors and their
courts showed imperial favor for the Daoist tradition. As noted above,
Lord Lao as the deified Laozi became central to the Chinese state as
early as the Han dynasty. Similarly, the patterns of millenarian
prophecy were also well established. During the beginning of the
Tang, the rulers embraced a prophecy centering on a figure with the
surname Li % (Li Hong %) as the future Lord of Great Peace.
Interestingly, Li was the surname of both Laozi (Li Er % =') and the
founders of the Tang dynasty. Thus, the Tang rulers became linked
with both Laozi, the preeminent figure in the Daoist tradition and now
the Tang's own original ancestor, and the vision of a Daoist utopia.
Numerous miracles centering on divine appearances of Lord Lao
occurred. One such vision took place at Bozhou /)|, Laozi's
supposed birthplace, where Lord Lao caused a withered cypress tree

to bloom again. Miraculous material signs were also discovered
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throughout China and at various Daoist sacred sites; these included
inscribed stones, divine statues, and images on walls and cliffs. Such
discoveries, of course, helped to ensure continued imperial patronage
for places such as Louguan. Tang emperors gave extensive privileges
to the Daoists, offered lavish gifts to temples and monasteries,
established a Daoist track in the imperial bureaucracy, sponsofed
Daoist collection efforts, honored Lord Lao with the title Xuanyuan
huangdi 37 TTJ (Sovereign Thearch of Mysterious Origin), and
aided the success of the tradition in general. Especially under
Xuanzong 3 (r. 713-755), Daoism flourished and membership
grew extensively. A number of imperial princesses were given Daoist
initiation in elaborate ceremonies (see, especially, Benn 1991).
Monasteries (guan #') , first established in the seventh century, were
staffed by Daoist priests and priestesses (daoshi ifit ) , who
performed jiao M (“offering”) and zhai %7 (“purification”) rituals
for integrating society and cosmos. The Tang dynasty also established
a system of official control, including a state-controlled ordination
system and legal codes governing religious behavior. It was in this
context that the Laozi (Book of Venerable Masters) was formally
elevated to the status of ajing #%(“classic” or “scripture”), that is,
the Daode jing JFifE5T (Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power). In
addition, the Daode jing became required reading for the imperial

examinations.
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Laozi, as both historical figure and as Lord Lao, continues to hold a
place of veneration in the contemporary Daoist tradition. Among
other things, he is part of the Sanqging = & (Three Purities; Three
Pure Ones), being represented as Daode tianzun JFif=67 (Celestial
Worthy of the Dao and Inner Power). The Three Purities most often
occupy the central altar in contemporary Quanzhen = H' (Complete

- Perfection) temples and monasteries.

With regard to the Book of Venerable Masters, numerous
commentaries have been written. According to one count, over 700
commentaries have been composed, of which 350 are extant (W.T.
Chan 1963, 77). A more modest estimate, based on Isabelle Robinet's
research (1977; 1998; 1999), is approximately one hundred as
contained in whole or in part in the Ming-dynasty (1368-1644) Daoist
Canon. This, of course, does not include commentaries composed
from the sixteenth century forward.”* Nonetheless, there can be little
debate that the text has inspired much interest and diverse
interpretation. This points not only to its central importance in the
Daoist tradition in particular and Chinese culture more generally, but
also to its hermeneutical openness and interpretative malleability. The
Book of Venerable Masters has received a diversity of readings
depending on changing socio-historical contexts and religious

concerns. The earliest extant commentary is found in the Hanfeizi &

34 .
It is impossible to estimate the total number of extant commentaries, but they

continue to be composed throughout the world. With regard to American Daoism,
Liu Ming, head priest of Orthodox Daoism in America, is currently working on one.
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ZE+"(Book of Master Hanfei; DZ 1177), a Legalist (fajia %% ) text
dating from the third century B.C.E. The commentary is found in
chapter 20, entitled Jie Lao ¥ (Explaining the Laozi), and chapter
21, entitled Yu Lao Ps?rjjtl (Illustrating the Laozi).*’

In addition to the Hanfeizi, four early Daoist commeﬂtaries on the text
are still extant. The earliest surviving Daoist commentary in the
Daoist Canon is that of Yan Zun %34 (Junping |1 ; fl. 83
B.C.E.-10 C.E.), originally named Zhuang Zun 334 .Yan Zun was a
formula master (fangshi #= ) who spent his days in the markets of
present-day Chengdu engaging in divinization and prognostication
and his nights teaching cultured elite the intricacies of the Chinese
literati tradition. For instance, he taught Yang Xiong #i%& (53
B.CE.-18 C.E.), a famous Han poet and philosopher. He in turn
wrote the Laozi zhigui :EZQ'?E]EL%} (Essential Meaning of the Laozi,
ak.a. Daode zhenjing zhigui lﬁri'_i"ﬁ’;fﬁ?ﬁ}, DZ 693), which reads
the Daode jing from the perspective of a magico-religious practitioner.
Only chapters 38-81 are extant. Unfortunately, very little work has
been done on this text. We also have the above-mentioned Celestial
Masters' commentary, namely, the Laozi Xiang'er zhu ¥~ FEE=
(Xiang'er Commentary on the Laozi; DH 56). Accepting an earlier
date of composition, the text is associated with the early Tianshi —
Hﬂ (Celestial Masters) movement and is sometimes attributed to

Zhang Lu 3=£7, the third Celestial Master. It thus interprets the Laozi

3% A translation ofthese chapters may be found in Sarkissian 2001.
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in terms of Celestial Masters, concerns. It is also associated with the
so-called “Xiang'er Precepts,” a set of twenty-seven conduct
guidelines. Only chapters 3-37 are extant. Next, there is the
commentary by  Heshang gong i F ° (Master
Dwelling-by-the-River; fl. 160 B.C.E.?); this is the Laozi zhangju ¥
9'%‘1"[ F[J (Commentary by Chapter and Verse on the Laozi;, ak.a.
Daode zhenjing zhu ;ﬁ@g n“\fﬁ:t [Commentary on the Perfect
Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power]; DZ 682). This commentary is
one of the most influential Daoist commentaries; here Heshang gong
reads the Daode jing as a manual on longevity (yangsheng &3 )
techniques, including its references to the “country” as relating to
internal corporeal realities.’® The commentary also contains titles to
the various chapters of the Book of Venerable Masters. Finally, we
have the Daode zhenjing zhu JFifE! n\fﬁ:t (Commentary on the
Perfect Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power; DZ 690) by Wang Bi
= 95 (226-249), a member of the Xuanxue N5 (Profound
Learning) hermeneutical tradition, which is sometimes incorrectly
identified as “Neo-Daoism” in earlier Western scholarship. Here
Wang Bi emphasizes cosmological aspects of the Daode jing,
especially a distinction between “being” (you J) and “non-being”
(wu Z) and the concept of emptiness (kong 24 /xu 7%). This

commentary has exerted a profound influence on Western

36 :
For a translation of the Heshang gong commentary see Erkes 1958. Alan K.L.

Chan (1991) has published a comparative study of the Heshang gong and Wang Bi
commentaries.
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understandings of the text, so much so that it is the only commentary

to have been translated into English more than once.”’

In terms of later commentaries, Du Guangting F1-A'5= (850-933),
ritual master and famous court Daoist, stands out. Du Guangting had
a profound interest in the Daodejing and its commentarial tradition.
He reviewed and collated more than sixty previous commentaries,
dividing them into five groups. In the process, Du became the leading
codifier of the Chongxuan :é'[ S (Twofold Mystery) hermeneutical
school. Drawing inspiration from the Buddhist Madhyamika or
Sanlun = % (Three Treatises) school, Twofold Mystery emphasized
the realization of an ontological condition where neither being nor
non-being exists. This is the state of “oneness,” and Twofold Mystery
adherents such as Du Guangting equated this with realization of the
Dao. This is evident in the name “Twofold Mystery,” which is a
reference to chapter one of the Daode jing: “Mysterious and again
more mysterioustThe gateway to all that is wondrous” (xuan zhi
you xuan zhongmiao zhi men 1V~ Jo 5 Ff). Du's
commentary is found in his Daode zhenjing guangshengyi {1 H 5%
’?{] JH7: (Expansive and Sagely Meaning of the Perfect Scripture on
the Dao and Inner Power; DZ 725).

The Ming-dynasty Daoist Canon also contains internal alchemy

(neidan [*|®] ) commentaries. A  representative example of

37 For translations see Lin 1977; Rump and Chan 1979; Lynn 1999; Wagner 2003.
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this interpretative approach is by Bai Yuchan's [ 1= #Z(1194-ca.
1227), one of the principal members of the so-called Nanzong
(Southern Lineage) of internal alchemy and practitioner of thunder
magic (leifa F71F). Bai's commentary appears in the Daode zhenjing
Jivi FIFEEETE S (Collected Interpretations of the Perfect Scripture
on the Dao and Inner Power; DZ 724).* The Book of Venerable
Masters was also centrally important in early Quanzhen =
(Complete Perfection) Daoism. In particular, the practitioners of early
Complete Perfection emphasized its fmportance as a guide for Daoist
training. Wang Zhe = % (Chongyang Eili [Redoubled Yang];
1113-1170), the founder of Complete Perfection, frequently cites the
Book of Venerable Masters. For example, in the Chongyang
quanzhen ji Eilf= 2 & (Chongyang's Anthology of Complete
Perfection; DZ 1153), Wang explains, “[To practice spiritual
refinement] you must fully understand the three hundred characters of
the Yinfijing [ j3< (Scripture on the Hidden Talisman) and read
up on the five thousand words of the Daode jing iFiT#AS (Scripture
on the Dao and Inner Power)” (13.7b-8a). Moreover, traditional
accounts mention that Liu Chuxuan®|ig ¥ (Changsheng ~%F
[Perpetual Life]; 1147-1203), one of the so-called Seven Perfected

% Bai Yuchan's commentary, as it appears in Taishang daode baozhang yi R
@?Jﬁ[ﬁ-’”f (Aide to the Great High Precious Chapters on the Dao and Inner Power; JY
64/JH-84), has been translated into Italian by Alfredo Cadonna (2001).
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(gizhen ~H') | also wrote a commentary on the text. This

commentary has not survived.”’

During my fieldwork on contemporary Daoist monasticism
(2005-2006), I found that Quanzhen monks often knew the Scripture
on the Dao and Inner Power by heart and would cite it at will. It
formed part of the daily fabric of life for many monastics. In this
respect, it is noteworthy that Ren Farong [~ fi(b. 1936), current
President of the Chinese Daoist Association (Zhongguo daojiao
xiehui Hl[ﬁﬁi'iﬁ?%ﬁ; Beijing), has written a commentary on the
text entitled the Daode jing shiyi I TEAZRZ  (Explaining the
Meaning of the Daode jing). In addition, the text has been inscribed at
a variety of Daoist sacred sites, including the Kunyu %i@aﬁj
mountains in eastern Shandong, Shangging gong fi%ﬁ (Palace of
Highest Clarity) on Qingcheng shan ?‘ Jiﬁ‘im (Azure Wall Mountain;
Sichuan), and Yuquan yuan —~ fif% (Temple of the Jade Spring) at
Huashan # [T (Mount Hua; Shaanxi),

In the Daoist tradition, the Book of Venerable Masters, or Scripture
on the Dao and Inner Power, is read as a scripture and often as a
manual of self-cultivation. In terms of the text as “scripture” (jing
#2), it is understood to be “sacred” or an emanation of the Dao. The

character for “scripture” contains two elements: the si 77 (“silk”)

* For guidance concerning Daoist commentaries see Robinet 1977; 1998; 1999. A
selection of various commentaries may be found in Red Pine's (Bill Porter)
idiosyncratic translation entitled Lao-tzu 's Tao-te-ching (2001 [1997]).
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radical on the left, and thejing % (“well”) phonetic on the right. A
further etymological reading of this character might suggest that the
jing phonetic is also a meaning-carrier. Under this reading,
“scriptures” are threads and watercourses that form and re-form
networks of connection. They connect the Daoist practitioner to both
the unnamable mystery which is the Dao and the Daoist tradition, the
community of adepts that preceded one, as a historical continuum.
This understanding of the Book of Venerable Masters has been
maintained throughout Daoist history, specifically in a ritual context

where it is chanted.*

The Book of Venerable Masters is also read as a guide to
self-cultivation. While some would identify this as a later “religious
manipulation,” a close reading of the text reveals that such concerns
and orientations are clearly present in the text itself. Throughout the
chapters of the Book of Venerable Masters’ one finds practice
principles, specific cultivation methods, proposed benefits, goals and
aspirations, descriptions of mystical absorption, as well as
r representatives and models of successful training. Regarding specific
~cultivation methods, the most explicit example is probably chapter ten.

Here we find the following:

40

In contemporary Complete Perfection communities, the text is recited ritually.
Recitation ofthe Book of Venerable Masters began as early as the Latter Han dynasty
(25-221 C.E.) and was well established by the Tang dynasty (618-907) (see Kohn
1998).
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Carrying the ethereal and corporeal souls,
Embracing the One,

Can you be without separation?
Concentrating the gi and attaining softness,
Can you be like a newborn child?

Cleansing and purifying mysterious perception,
Can you be without flaws?

Loving the people and governing the country,
Can you abide in non-knowing?

Opening and closing the Celestial Gates,

Can you become like a female?

Muminating and purifying the four directions,

Can you abide in non-action?

*I' T have taken the character ying } (lit., "to manage") here as a variant for hun
(“ethereal soul”). In this decision, I am following Eduard Erkes. Erkes follows the
Heshang gong i &> (Master Dwelling-by-the-River) commentary by taking the
term ying as the functional equivalent of Aun; he suggests it is a variant of /ling &
(“numen”) in Chu dialect (1950, 141-42; Roth 1999b, 95, n. 69). In the context of a
classical Chinese worldview, the human being was understood to consist of two

“souls,” the ethereal or cloud soul (hun L) and the corporeal or white soul (po ).
The former was yang in nature and associated with the heavens and spirit, while the
latter was yin in nature and associated with the earth and the body/bones. That is, an
eternal soul was not an ontological given. At death, the hun ascended and eventually
dissipated into the heavens, while the po descended and eventually decomposed into
the earth. Thus, early Daoist views of death involved a “disintegration” model,
wherein the human being was understood to disappear into (merge with) the cosmos
at death.
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This passage is clearly alluding to a specific set of techniques (shu
(%) , meditation methods (fa ¥ ) intended to purify and regulate, and
ultimately to lead to (reunification (yi — ) and mystical perception
(xuanlan J:[#f). This chapter is by no means unique or atypical.

Numerous examples could be offered, but one more will suffice.

Attaining emptiness completely and guarding stillness
sincerely,

The ten thousand beings arise together; I simply observe their
return.

Each being comes to flourish, then returns to the Source.

Returning to the Source is called stillness;

Stillness is called returning to life-destiny.

Returning to life-destiny is called constancy;

Knowing constancy is called illumination.

(ch. 16)

The texts of classical Daoism in general and the Book of Venerable
" Masters in particular emphasize such mystical praxis and realization.
. However, there is more to these works than some vague concept of
“mystical identification” or ‘“sacred absorption.” In addition to
advocating and prescribing a religious way of life, such as lessening
desires and purifying consciousness, the Book of Venerable Masters
contains references to specific rituals that are most often glossed over

and/or purged from the text in translation. For example, in chapter

-
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twenty there is a reference to the Tailao *Ef (Gréat Sacrifice)

ritual.

Most people are busy as though attending the Tailao feast,
As though ascending a tower in spring.

I alone am unmoving, showing no sign,

(see also ZZ chs. 18 & 19)

The Tailao ritual was one of the most elaborate ancient sacrifices,
wherein three kinds of animals were killed as ritual offerings. The
animals included an ox, sheep, and pig. We also find the following in

chapter five:

The heavens and earth are not humane;

They regard the ten thousand beings as straw dogs.
The sage is not humane;

He regards the people as straw dogs.

Between the heavens and earth, it is like a bellows.

This passage may be interpreted in a variety of ways, but one viable
reading would suggest that it conceives of the cosmos as an unending
ritual sequence. In ancient China, “straw dogs” (chugou %?JF#) were
used as effigies, as ritual offerings. During the sacrificial ceremony,
they were burned and through this process absorbed by the divine.

Arguably, the above passage is envisioning a world and universe
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where each being has a particular place in the perpetual sacrifice
which is life. No one can know the “fate” (ming F&H) of each being in
that ritual process.” This is not to say that the Book of Venerable
Masters is a ritual text, or that it is even advocating a ritualistic
approach to cultivation. Rather, it suggests that many of its concerns
emerged within a religious context, and that its proposed way of life

incorporated and modified such influences.

The Book of Venerable Masters also contains some technical
terminology that deserves mention. As the more common title of the
text, Daode jing JEIfEAE (Scripture on the Dao and Inner Power),
indicates, two of the most important “concepts” are dao ifi and de
f . In the present translation, dao fgj has been left untranslated and
placed in upper-case letters as “Dao.” When rendered into English,
dao is most commonly translated as “way” and/or “Way.” In a Daoist
context, dao refers to both the unnamable mystery underlying and
pervading all existence and one's overall way of life. By extension, it
relates to the practices and religious path that one follows. It is easy
for the reader of the Book of Venerable Masters to become attached to

“Dao” as the name of some “ultimate reality.” However, various

passages emphasize that that to which “Dao” refers is “nameless”

4
Similarly, chapter twenty-nine gives the following description: “The world is a

sacred vessel (shengqi ZFY); the world cannot be acted upon.” And in chapter
seventy-eight we encounter the following: “To accept the soil of the country is to
become the master of the earth-shrine (sheji #*%). To accept the inauspicious
omens Lxiang £f) ofthe country is to become the ruler of the world.”
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(wuming £ €))and “mysterious” (xuan ). When speaking about
the Dao, and the Daoist adept by extension, the text employs a whole
vocabulary of negation and obscurity: “wondrous” (miao 17}),
“subtle” (wei %) | “chaotic” (hun L), “obscure” (meiff), “vague”
(huang %), and “indistinct” (hu [%). The Dao also receives other
cognate designations: “source”(yuan 'fl), “roof” (gen £), “mother”

(mu =J), “beginning” (shi F"[), and “ancestor” (zong “#.).The
inability to adequately express “what” or “how” the Dao is (if it is at
all) becomes clear in such passages as the following from chapter
twenty-five: “I do not know its name, and so I call it ‘Dao.”* Forced

299

to name it, I call it “great.’”” Echoing this passage, the eighth-

century Qingjing jing Vii#ae (Scripture on Clarity and Stillness;
DZ 620) has the following: “The great Dao is without name. It raises
and nourishes the ten thousand beings. I do not know its name; forced
to name it, I call it ‘Dao™ (la). Because humans communicate
primarily through language, and because one wishes to verbally
express one's experience, one uses names (ming ;). However, in the
context of classical Daoism, the name that expresses the subtle
presence/absence at the center of Daoist practice is only a vague
approximation. As chapter one of the Zhuangzi #~" (Book of Master
Zhuang) explains, “Names are the guest of reality” (ming zhe shi zhi

bin ye € HHE VE ) Dao itself is a contingent, perhaps

* TInterestingly, the text contains the character ming £, in the first instance and zi
4~ in the second. In terms of Chinese naming practice and in the present context, this
suggests that the speaker does not know the name ofthe Dao when it came into being
(ming), and so can only provide a relational name (zi).
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semi-arbitrary, signifier; it is fundamentally inadequate. Here one
may also note the emphasis on negation (wu =) in the text, which
has close parallels with “apophatic mysticism” or “negative theology”
more generally.* The Déo is “not this,” “not that.” Any attribution or
description is contingent at best, and misleading at worst. Thus, the
text emphasizes abiding in a place of “non-knowing” (wuzhi 1),
“non-action” (wuwei .5%), and “suchness” (ziran FIJR).
Interestingly, the Book of Venerable Masters may also be understood
in terms of sensory perception: the text is “aural centric,” not “ocular
centric.” Emphasis is placed on “hearing” (wen [H]) and “listening”
(ting 3 | versus “seeing” (jian §l) and “visual perceiving” (shi i) .
The sage (shengren ZH *), or the advanced Daoist adept, is the
“receptive one,” a human being who listens attentively. Such
attentiveness is more sensitive to the subtle and hidden aspects of

. 4
existence. 5

"% For a detailed discussion of “apophatic mysticism” in the Book of Venerable
Masters see Harold Roth's contribution to Religious and Philosophical Aspects of the
.Laozi (Csikszentmihalyi and Ivanhoe 1999). For an opposing view see
Csikszentmihalyi's article in that same publication.
* The character sheng ZH (“sacred”) contains the radicals for “car” (er =')and
“mouth’ (kou [ ). With reference to this character, Izutsu has commented, “[The]
term designates a man, endowed with an unusually keen ear, who is capable of
hearing the voice of a super-natural being, god or spirit, and understands directly the
will or intention of the latter” (1984, 301), The sage is the “receptive one,” the one
who listens to the sonorous patterns of the cosmos and its varied subtle layers. This
capacity for listening also leads to an additional ability: one's speaking expresses
such a divine connection and such expression then resonates with others.
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Closely related to the Dao as unnamable mystery and all-pervading
ontological ground is de f# . In the present translation, de has been
rendered as “inner power.” Other translations have been proposed and
employed, including “virtue” and “potentiality.”*® De is the inherent
connection (tong if]) that one has with the Dao; it is the “nature”
(xing %) or “life-destiny” (ming FAH) that has been endowed by the
Dao. By extension, de is the overall manifestation of the Dao in and
as one's life. The more that one maintains such a connection and
actualizes such potential, the more one comes to embody the Dao as
being-in-the-world. Thus, the Book of Venerable Masters emphasizes
“alignment” (zheng 1), “accordance” (cong ), “simplicity” (pu
#%£), and “suchness” or “being-so-of-itself, (ziran FIJR). Inner power
is both what one is from the beginning and what one becomes through

this being.

These various terms, and the ontological conditions to which they
refer, are interrelated. The Book of Venerable Masters advocates a
way of life based on “decreasing” (shao ’}) and “lessening” (gua

Z().” Appear plain (jiansu jL3k) and embrace simplicity (baopu %

# “Virtue” is the most frequent translation of de. The Oxford English Dictionary
identifies three primary meanings: (1) The power or operative influence inherent in a
supernatural or divine being, and/or an embodiment of such power; (2) Conformity of
life and conduct with principles of morality; and (3) Moral excellence; a special
manifestation of the influence of moral principles in life or conduct. Taken in these
various layers of meaning, “virtue” closely approximates the Chinese de. However,
in its more common usage, “virtue” connotes “ethical” or “moral” behavior. This has
the potential to cause serious misunderstandings, as the Book of Venerable Masters is
clearly critiquing conventional (Ruist) morality.
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1) ; decrease personal interest (shaosi ‘p%.) and lessen desires
(guayu %’ﬁi‘)” (ch. 19; also ch. 37). The heart-mind (xin -~ ) and
one's innate nature (xing %) become obscured by desire (yu ﬁi) ,
knowing (zhi #1), contending (zheng <1), selfishness (si %-), and
excess (tai gJ?) “Thus we may consider the sage's approach to
governing (zhi F’})—-Empty the heart-mind (xu qi xin &% -=) and
fill the belly (shi gifu 8rE1'%). Weaken the will (mo qi zhi FFF1E.)
and strengthen the bones (giang qi gu 5@3’ *FJ')" (ch. 3; also ch. 12).
On the most basic level, this passage emphasizes living closer to
necessity and sustenance. However, from a Daoist perspective,
“governing the country” (zhiguo iF"[E?SZI) also relates to “governing (or
healing) the body-self' (zhishen iF"]E'J/). To empty the heart-mind is to
decrease excessive intellectual and emotional activity; to fill the belly,
fu i also refers to the lower abdominal region, is to increase the qi

stored in the body's center.

Perhaps the most central term relating to the “quietistic approach”
advocated in the text is wuwei 2. £}, which literally means “without
acting.” Here technically rendered as “non-action” wuwei involves a
way of being that avoids contrived, artificial, or fabricated behavior.
The more technical translation of wuwei as “non-action” encompasses
this notion of effortless activity. In some sense, “acting through
non-action” (wei wuwei £iZ Ey; ch. 3) presupposes a process of
purification (jing J3), return (gui ¥5}), and reversal (fan ~). By

purifying the heart-mind of intellectual and emotional turmoil, one
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returns to being through one's innate nature (xing 14) , the heart-mind
with which one was born. How is this condition realized? 0
‘.

Block the passages (se gi dui #151);

Close the doorways (bi gi men ﬁ;ﬂiﬂ A):

Blunt the sharpness (cuo qi rui ¥EE15);

Loosen the tangles (jie gifen FEEEL77));

Harmonize the brightness (%e gi guang L),

Unite with the dust (fong gi chen [ﬁjﬂ ).

(ch. 56; also ch. 4)

One “decreases and again decreases” (sun zhi you sun {1V <tl; ch.
48)"" and comes to attain “constant contentment” (changzu Fﬁj’ﬁi ; ch.
46). One must become less to become more. This involves practicing

“emptiness” (chong {f[1/xu i )and connecting with “nonbeing” (wu
=)-“Who can be turbid (zhuo %)) so that it may become suspended?
Practice stillness (jing ?j"é’i) until it gradually becomes clear (ging
1H)  (d 15; also 37 & 45). And, “Returning to the Source (guigen
H3SL) s called stillness (jing ??_ﬁ) ; this means returning to life-destiny
(guiming ,%%}PAH) Returning to life-destiny is called constancy (chang

9

F'IJ’) ; knowing constancy is called illumination (ming )" (ch 16;

47 It is no accident that this phrase directly parallels one found in chapter one:
“mysterious and again more mysterious” (xuan zhi you xuan 1V~ J1).The
implication is that the practice of twofold decreasing leads to an experience of the
twofold mystery which is the Dao. The latter phrase also became the name of a major
Daoist hermeneutical school known as Chongxuan El?z (Twofold Mystery).
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also ch. 52).** The Book of Venerable Masters refers to the
realization of such an ontological condition, one's original connection
with the Dao, as “simplicity” (pu f51) and “suchness” or
“being-so-of-itself” (ziran FIJ}). Pu, poetically rendered as

“uncarved block,” indicates a condition where one's original nature
has not been disrupted or altered. It suggests the condition of a tree as
tree, in contrast to a tree as “lumber” or “vessel.”* Ziran, sometimes
translated as ‘“nature/natural” or “spontaneity,” literally means
“self-so.” Through decreasing and doing less, one returns to one's

innate nature, to being-so-as-oneself.

A person who follows such practice principles is an “adept” (shi = ).
Conventionally rendered as “knight,” “scholar,” or “scholar-idealist,”
in certain chapters of the Book of Venerable Masters this phrase
appears to refer to members of Daoist inner cultivation lineages, to
someone involved in Daoist mystical praxis. This usage seems to
anticipate the later term referring to a “Daoist priest” (daoshi iﬁﬂ ),
literally, “adept of the Dao.” “Considering those in primeval times
skilled at being adepts (shi < ), they were subtle (wei %), wondrous

(miao I}), mysterious (xuan J¢), and connected (fong i)~ (ch.

* These chapters on “clarity” (ging %) and "stillness" (jing ??E?)exerted a major
influence on the development of “Clarity-and-Stillness literature” during the Tang
dynasty (618-907). The most well-known and influential text is the Qingjingjing &
F?':fh“; (Scripture on Clarity and Stillness; DZ 620).

* This term was adopted by Ge Hong #43i (287-347) as part of his Daoist name,
Baopuzi f###~" (Master Embracing Simplicity), which is a direct reference to
chapter ten of the Book of Venerable Masters.

’
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4
15). And, “When the highest adepts (shangshi - ) hear about the
Dao, they are diligent in their practice (xing i~ ) of it. When the
middle adepts (zhongshi [[I1 ) hear about the Dao, they wonder
whether or not it exists. When the lowest adepts (xiashi > ) hear
about the Dao, they laugh loudly and mock it. If they did
not laugh, it would not be the Dao” (ch. 41). The more advanced
practitioner, the shangshi ' - (“highest adept”), is, in turn,
described in a variety of ways in the Book of Venerable Masters.

Such a Daoist practitioner is adept (v.)(shan ?') conventionally

’

rendered as “good” or “good at.”

In dwelling, be adept at groundedness.

In cultivating the heart-mind, be adept at deepness.
In giving, be adept at humaneness.

In speaking, be adept at sincerity.

In rectifying, be adept at regulation.

In doing, be adept in abilities.

In moving, be adept at timeliness.

(ch. 8; also 15)

Throughout the Book of Venerable Masters, we also find references

to the “heavens” (tian =), “earth” (di }*7), and “human beings” (ren

). In the later tradition, these interrelated “concepts” are called the
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“Three Powers” (sancai = ).>° 1have translated fian as “heavens”
rather than “heaven” for two primary reasons. First, the plural form
enables one to avoid possible confusion of this term with the
" Christian “Heaven.” Second, tian literally refers to the sky. In this
sense, it relates to natural and cosmological cycles, occurrences, and
realms. Later, these heavens become seen as subtle realms with divine
inhabitants. That is, the cosmos is multi-tiered and multi-layered. In
this respect, we also find reference to Di TTJ, the “Thearch” (ch. 4).”'
The earth is literally the ground or soil upon which one stands; it is
the terrestrial context of one's being. When speaking about the earth
as “world,” that is, as including human culture and the “ten thousand
beings’” (wanwu F'JJ?’J), classical Daoism uses the phrase tianxia =
& which literally means “under the heavens.” With regard to the
“ten thousand beings,” this phrase, usually translated as “myriad

things,” refers to every being and thing in existence, with wan ]E'JJ

%% In the Daoist tradition, the locus classicus for the Three Powers is the Yinjujing
[iféﬁ?“i (Scripture on the Hidden Talisman; DZ 31): “Heaven and earth steal from
the ten thousand beings;/The ten thousand beings steal from humanity;/Humanity
steals from the ten thousand beings./When the Three Bandits are correctly
ordered,/The Three Powers are then at peace™ (1b).

' In its earliest usage Di 7y, conventionally rendered as “emperor,” refers to
Shangdi fﬁ]’(Supreme Thearch), the high god and supreme ancestor of the Shang
dynasty (ca. 1550-ca. 1030 B.C.E.). During the Zhou dynasty (ca. 1030-222 B.C.E.),
when the Book of Venerable Masters was composed, the conception of Di as a
personal being was becoming replaced by tian —~ (“the heavens”) as an impersonal
cosmological and naturalistic process. A thearch (thé/ark) is a divine ruler. Like
theopany (divine manifestation) and theology (study of divinity), thearch is derived
from the Greek théos, meaning “god” and relating to divinity more generally. I have
translated Di as “Thearch” to indicate the divine connotation of the term;
“cosmocrat” might be a more liberal equivalent.
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(lit. , “ten thousand”) being the classical Chinese way of saying “all”
or “every.” 1 have rendered wanwu as “ten thousand beings” in
order to suggest that there are lives involved. The translation of
wanwu as "ten thousand beings,” and not as “myriad things,” attempts
to counteract the all too pervasive tendency to objectify lives. Wu
often refers to “things" (i.e., inanimate objects) but often also to other
(non-human) beings. The notion of “inanimate objects” also becomes
problematic in a worldview based on a spectrum of gi 3t.“The qi is
empty and waits on all beings” (gi ye zhe xu er dai wu zhe ye %17
fg‘?ﬁljf?ﬁ}'@i@{%; ZZ ch. 4). And, “The ten thousand beings carry yin
and embrace yang. It is the empty qi (chonggi J[[1%:) that harmonizes
these” (DDJ ch. 42).

Finally, the Book of Venerable Masters also employs a wide variety
of technical terms relating to meditational practice and mystical
realization (dedao #3f1). These include the following: “guarding the
Center” (shouzhong <[ f[1; ch. 5); “embracing the One” (baoyi $4— ;

ch. 10); “guarding stillness” (shoujing ?J’F?i; ch. 16); “embracing
simplicity” (baopu 94 ; ch. 19); “guarding the black” (shouhei |

F: ch. 28); and “mysterious sameness” (xuantong [F]J; ch. 56).

The present handbook is an anthology of select chapters. I have

selected those chapters which, from my perspective, are most relevant

52 This gives one pause at the extent to which the “scale of being” has been altered
by industrialization and modernization. In contemporary usage, “billion” or “‘trillion”
expresses the unlimited number that was once expressed by “ten thousand.”
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to self-cultivation. This does not mean that there is no need to
familiarize oneself with the other chapters. With the proliferation of
translations, the interested reader can easily find numerous complete

versions.

As mentioned, the Laozi, or Daodejing, has been translated too many
times to document. These various cultural productions are discussed
in the contributions of Julia Hardy and of Michael LaFargue and
Julian Pas to Lao-tzu and the Tao-te-ching (Kohn and LaFargue
1998). A philologically sound and bilingual translation is that by D.C.
Lau. The most recent edition of this seminal and influential
translation, published by the Chinese University Press of Hong Kong
(1989), also contains Lau's rendering of the Mawangdui manuscripts.
The Mawangdui manuscripts have also been translated by Henricks
(1989), who, in addition, has published a translation of the “Guodian
Laozi” (2000). The most systematic and convincing attempt at
historically contextualizing the text and applying such insights to its
translation is Michael LaFargue's The Tao of the Tao Te Ching
(1992). A concise and helpful overview of scholarship on the text is
Alan K. L. Chan's contribution to the Daoism Handbook (2000). Also
recommended are the more recent articles on Laozi and the Daode
jing collected in Lao-tzu and the Tao-te-ching (Kohn and LaFargue
1998) and Religious and Philosophical Aspects of the Laozi
(Csikszentmihalyi and Ivanhoe 1999). Especially important for

understanding the classical period of Daoism in general and the
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Daode jing in particular are Harold Roth's various publications. For
Laozi as Lord Lao and his place in the Daoist tradition, one may

consult Livia Kohn's God of the Dao: Lord Lao in History and Myth
(1998).
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TRANSLATION



BOOK OF VENERABLE MASTERS

_1_

The dao that can be spoken is not the constant Dao.

The name that can be named is not the constant name.
Nameless—the beginning ofthe heavens and earth.
Named—the mother ofthe ten thousand beings.

Thus, constantly desireless, one may observe its subtlety.
Constantly desiring,one may observe its boundaries.
These two emerge from sameness, but differ in name.
This sameness is called “mysterious.”

Mysterious and again more mysterious—

The gateway to all that is wondrous.

_2_

When all under the heavens knows beauty as beauty,
Ugliness is already present.

When all under the heavens knows benefit as benefit,
Non-benefit is already present.

Therefore, being and non-being generate each other;

Difficulty and ease complement each other;

Long and short contrast with each other;

High and low depend on each other;

Sound and voice harmonize with each other;

Front and back follow each other.

Therefore, the sage abides in a condition ofnon-action,

Practicing a teaching that does not require words.

The ten thousand beings appear, but one does not reject them.

There is generation, but one is free from having.

There is action, but one is free from depending.

Accomplishment is complete, but one is free from dwelling.

It is only because one does not dwell that it does not leave.

-
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3

Do not exalt the worthy, and people will not contend.
Do not value rare goods, and people will not steal.
Do not display desirable things, and people's heart-minds
will not be disturbed.
Thus we may consider the sage's approach to governing—
Empty the heart-mind and fill the belly.
Weaken the will and strengthen the bones.
Constantly enabling people to abide in non-knowing
and non-desiring
Inhibits those with schemes from daring to act.
By acting through non-action, nothing is not governed.

—

The Dao is empty; when applied, it does not overflow.
Fathomless, as ifthe ancestor of the ten thousand beings.
Blunt the sharpness;
Untie the knots;
Harmonize the brightness;
Unite with the dust.
Deep and clear, it seems as though it exists.
I do not know whose descendent it is;
It symbolizes that which preceded the Thearch.

57



5

The heavens and earth are not humane;

They regard the myriad beings as straw dogs.

The sage is not humane;

He regards the people as straw dogs.

Between the heavens and earth, it is like a bellows.
Being empty, one is not exhausted;

Moving, even more becomes manifest.

Excessive speaking always impoverishes;

It is better to guard the Center

_6_

The Valley Spirit does not die;

It is called the Mysterious Female,

The gateway to the Mysterious Female

Is called the root ofthe heavens and earth.
Continuous and uninterrupted, it seems to exist.
Applying this does not require effort
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7

The heavens are long-lasting and the earth is abiding.
The reason why they are long-lasting and abiding

Is because they do not live for themselves.

Therefore, they are able to live long.

Thus, the sage puts himselflast, but actually comes first.
He steps outside himself, but through this is preserved.
Is this not because the sage lacks personal concerns?
Through this, he is able to complete himself.

_8_

The highest adeptness resembles water.
Water is adept at benefiting the ten thousand beings,
But it has no need to compete with them.
It resides in the places that people avoid.
Therefore, it is close to the Dao.
In dwelling, be adept at groundedness.
In cultivating the heart-mind, be adept at deepness.
In giving, be adept at humaneness.
In speaking, be adept at sincerity.
In rectifying, be adept at regulation.
In doing, be adept in abilities.
In moving, be adept at timeliness.
Only one who does not compete is free from blame.
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—10—

Carrying the ethereal and corporeal souls,
Embracing the One,
Can you be without separation?
Concentrating the qi and attaining softness,
Can you be like a newborn child?
Cleansing and purifying mysterious perception,
Can you be without flaws?
Loving the people and governing the country,
Can you abide in non-knowing?
Opening and closing the Celestial Gates,
Can you become like a female?
[lluminating and purifying the four directions,
Can you abide in non-action?
Accomplishing this and nourishing this,
Accomplishing this but not possessing this,
Acting through this but not relying on this,
Developing this but not controlling this,
This is called mysterious inner power.

— 12—

The five colors cause one's eyes to become blind.
The five sounds cause one's ears to become deaf.
The five flavors cause one's mouth to become frail.
Racing around and hunting cause one's heart-mind
To become mad.
Difficult-to-get goods cause one's activity to become disrupted.
Therefore, the sage is for the belly, not for the eyes.
Thus, he abandons that and receives this.
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—13—

Favor and disgrace are like being startled.

Caring about calamities is like having a self.

What do we mean by saying “Favor and disgrace are like being
startled”?

Receiving favor is for the inferior.

Attaining it startles one; losing it startles one.

Thus favor and disgrace are like being startled.

What do we mean by saying “Caring about calamities is like
having a self”?

The reason why I have calamities is because I have a self.

If1 did not have a self, what calamities would I have?

Therefore, the one who takes his selfas the world

Can be entrusted with the world.

The one who cares for his selfas the world

Can be relied on by the world.

— 14—

Looking for it, one cannot perceive it.

We call it remote.

Listening for it, one cannot hear it.

We call it rare.

Grasping for it one cannot attain it.

We call it subtle.

These three cannot be investigated.

Thus, they are commingled and become one.
Above it there is no brightness;

Below it there is no darkness.

Continual and continuous, it cannot be named.
Once again one returns to non-being.
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This is called the form of formlessness,

The appearance ofnon-being.

It is called vague and elusive.

Meeting it, one cannot perceive its face;
Following it, one cannot perceive its back.
Adhere to the Dao ofprimeval time

In order to attend to being in the present.
The ability to know this primeval beginning
Is called tracing the threads ofthe Dao.

— 15—

Considering those in primeval times skilled at being adepts,
They were subtle, wondrous, mysterious, and connected.
Their depth was such that they could not be recognized.
It is only because they could not be recognized
That here we force ourselves to describe them.
Cautious, as ifcrossing a river in winter.
Hesitant, as if fearing neighbors everywhere.
Impeccable, as ifa guest.
Expansive, as ifice on the verge of melting.
Sincere, as if an uncarved block.
Vast, as ifa valley.
Commingled, as ifturbidity.
Who can be turbid so that it may become suspended?
Practice stillness until it gradually becomes clear.
Who can be calm so that it may become long-lasting?
Practice activity until it gradually becomes generated.
Those who protect this way do not desire fullness.
Only the one who is free from fullness
Can remain hidden and without new achievements.
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—16—

Apply emptiness completely;

Guard stillness steadfastly.

The ten thousand beings arise together;

I simply observe their return.

All beings flourish and multiply;

Each again returns to the Source.

Returning to the Source is called stillness;
This means returning to life-destiny.
Returning to life-destiny is called constancys;
Knowing constancy is called illumination.
One who does not know constancy

Will be disordered and act recklessly.
Knowing constancy leads to endurance.
Endurance leads to openness.

Oneness leads to correct governing.
Governing leads to accordance with the heavens.
Accordance with the heavens leads to the Dao.
Through the Dao, one becomes everlasting.
Then there is no self; then there is no danger.

—18—

When the great Dao is abandoned,

Humanity and righteousness appear.

When the intelligent and clever rise up,

Great falsity and hypocrisy appear.

When the six relationships are disharmonious,
Filial piety and familial kindness appear.
When the country is chaotic and disordered,
Loyal ministers and officials appear.
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—19—

Renounce sagehood and abandon intelligence;
The people will benefit a hundredfold.

Renounce humanity and abandon righteousness;
The people will return to filial piety and familial kindness.
Renounce skillfulness and abandon profit-making;
Robbers and thieves will no longer exist.

These three must be regarded as ornamental;

They are not sufficient.

Therefore, they must become subordinate.

Appear plain and embrace simplicity;

Decrease personal interest and lessen desire.

—20—

Renounce learning and be free from sorrow.
Affirmation and negation, what is the difference?
Beneficent and malevolent, what is the distinction?
What humans fear cannot but be feared.

Because they are uncultivated, it has not yet ended.
Most people are busy as though attending the Tailao feast,
As though ascending a tower in spring;

I alone am unmoving, showing no sign.

I resemble an infant who has not yet become a child;
Lazy and idle, as though there is no place to return.
Everyone has more than enough;

I alone appear as though abandoned.

I have the heart-mind of a fool—

Chaotic and unpredictable.

Ordinary people are bright and clear;

I alone appear dim and indistinct.
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Ordinary people are inquiring and discerning;
I alone appear hidden and obscure.

Like an ocean in its tranquility;

Like a high wind in its endless movement.
Each person has his reasons;

I alone am insolent as though unconcerned.

I alone am different from other people;

I revere being fed by the mother.

Considering the orientation of great inner power,
Only the Dao becomes followed.

The Dao considered as a thing—

It is elusive and indistinct.

Indistinct, elusive, its center contains forms.
Elusive, indistinct, its center contains beings.
Obscure, unseen, its center contains essences.
These essences are fundamentally real;

The Center contains something deserving trust.
From antiquity to the present,

Its name has not been abandoned.

Through it we may observe all beginnings.
How can I know the form ofevery beginning?
Through this.
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— 28—

Know the male, but guard the female—
Become the streambed ofthe world.
Becoming the streambed ofthe world,
Constant inner power does not separate.
Return to a condition of childhood.

Know the white, but guard the black—
Become the pattern ofthe world.

Becoming the pattern ofthe world,
Constant inner power does not deviate.
Return to a condition ofnon-differentiation.
Know honor, but guard disgrace—

Become the valley ofthe world.

Becoming the valley ofthe world,

Constant inner power is then sufficient.
Return to a condition of simplicity.

When simplicity dissipates, there are vessels.
The sage employs them to become an elder.
Thus the great governing is not disrupted.

—29__

You wish to take the world and act upon it;
I know that this cannot be accomplished.
The world is a sacred vessel;
The world cannot be acted upon.
To act upon it is to fail it;
To grasp it is to lose it.
Therefore, considering beings,
Some take action, while others follow;
Some breathe through the mouth[
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Others through the nose.
Some are strong, while others are weak.
Some destroy, while others are destroyed.
Thus the sage avoids extremes,
Avoids extravagance, avoids excess.

To know others is intelligence;

To know one's selfis illumination.
To overcome others is power;

To overcome one's self is strength.
To know sufficiency is affluence.

To act through force is obstinance.
To not lose one's place is endurance.
To die but not to perish is longevity.

The Dao constantly abides in non-action,

And yet nothing is left undone.

If ministers and rulers are able to guard it,

The myriad beings will transform naturally.

In transformation, desires may arise;

I will subdue them through nameless simplicity.
Through this nameless simplicity,

I will come to be without desires.

Becoming desireless through stillness,

All the world will become settled naturally.
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— 40—

Reversal is the movement ofthe Dao.
Weakness is the application ofthe Dao.

All beings ofthe world are born through being,
Being is born through non-being.

— 41—

When the highest adepts hear about the Dao,

They are diligent in their practice ofit.

When the middle adepts hear about the Dao,

They wonder whether or not it exists.

When the lowest adepts hear about the Dao,

They laugh loudly and mock it.

Ifthey did not laugh, it would not be the Dao.

Thus, we have well-established sayings—
Illuminating the Dao seems like obscurity.
Advancing in the Dao seems like retreat.
Being unwavering in the Dao seems like imbalance.
The highest inner power seems like a valley.
The greatest purity seems like disgrace.
Abundant inner power seems like deficiency.
Established inner power seems like aversion.
Essential perfection appears changeable.
A great square has no corners.
A great vessel is completed late.
Great music is seldom heard.
A great image has no form.

The Dao is hidden in namelessness.

Only the Dao is adept in lending; and still remaining complete.
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— 42—

The Dao generated the One;
The One generated the two;
The two generated the three;
The three generated the myriad beings.
The myriad beings carry yin and embrace yang.
It is the empty qi that harmonizes these.
People dislike aloneness, scarcity and poverty,
But rulers and ministers take these as their names.
Thus, all beings may gain by losing.
And may lose through gaining.
Whatpeopleteach, I alsoteach—

“The strong and violent will not die well.”
I take this as the father of my teaching.

— 43—

The softest thing in the world

Overcomes the hardest thing in the world.
Non-being can enter places without openings.
Through this, I know the benefit of non-action.
The teaching without words,

The benefit ofnon-action—

Few in the world can reach this.
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— 45—

Great achievement seems imperfect;

Its application is never exhausted.

Great fullness seems empty;

Its application is never suspended.

Great direction seems twisted.

Great skillfulness seems inept.

Great eloquence seems confused.

Restlessness overcomes cold;

Stillness overcomes heat.

Clarity and stillness are the rectification ofthe world.

— 46—

When the world is with the Dao,
Galloping horses are used for their manure.
When the world is without the Dao,
War horses are bred in the borderlands.
No calamity is greater than not knowing contentment.
No trouble is greater than desiring attainment.
Thus, the contentment ofknowing contentment
Is constant contentment.

70



— 48—

In the pursuit of learning, one increases each day.
In the practice ofthe Dao, one decreases each day.
Decreasing and again decreasing,

One eventually arrives at non-action.

Through non-action, nothing is left undone.

In taking hold ofthe world, remain uninvolved.
Becoming involved with affairs,

One cannot take hold ofthe world.

52

The world had a beginning;
We regard it as the world's mother.
By coming to attain the mother,
One can know the child.
By coming to know the child,
One can again guard the mother.
To the end oflife, there will be no danger.
Block the passages;
Close the doorways.
To the end oflife, there will be no fatigue.
Open the passages;
Attend to affairs.
To the end oflife, there will be no relief
Perceiving the subtle is called illumination.
Guarding softness is called strength.
Apply the brightness, and return to illumination.
Do not bring calamities on yourself.
This is called practicing constancy.
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— 13—

Holding an abundance of inner power is like being a child.
Poisonous insects and venomous snakes will not sting.
Fierce and menacing animals will not gorge;

Birds ofprey will not attack or seize.

The bones are soft and sinews flexible,

But the grasp still remains firm.

Not knowing the union of female and male,

There is completion in activities.

This is the culmination of vital essence.

A child can cry for a whole day without becoming hoarse.
This is the culmination ofharmony.

Knowing harmony is called constancy.

Knowing constancy is called illumination.

Attempting to increase life is called inauspicious.

A heart-mind ordering the qi is called strength.

To become strong is to become aged.

We cannot call this the Dao.

Not being in the Dao, one will die early.

— 56—

One who knows does not speak;
One who speaks does not know.
Block the passages;
Close the doorways;
Blunt the sharpness;
Loosen the tangles;
Harmonize the brightness;
Unite with the dust.
We refer to this as mysterious sameness.
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Thus, there is no way to get close to it;
There is no way to separate from it;
There is no way to benefit it;

There is no way to harm it;

There is no way to honor it;

There is no way to disgrace it.

Thus, it is revered in the world.

— 70—

My words are very easy to understand,
And very easy to practice.

But the world does not understand them,
And does not practice them.

My language has an ancestor;

My affairs have their lord.

Only I abide in non-knowing;

Therefore I remain unknown.

Those who know me are few,

So what I am is revered.

Therefore, the sage wears coarse clothes,
But embraces the jade within.
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To know that you do not know is best;

To not know that you are knowing is sickness.
Only by being sick of'sickness are you not sick.
The sage is not sick because he is sick of sickness.
Through this, he is not sick.

When living, human beings are soft and flexible;
When dead, human beings are hard and rigid.

When living, grass and trees are soft and pliable;
When dead, they become withered and dry.

Thus, hardness and rigidity are companions of death;
Softness and flexibility are companions of life.

Thus, powerful weapons will not overcome.

Strong trees will be singled out and cut down.

The powerful and great will become lowered.

The soft and flexible will become elevated.
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Nothing in the world is softer and weaker than water;
But attacking with hardness and strength cannot overcome it.
This is because nothing can change it.
Weakness overcomes strength;
Softness overcomes toughness.
Everyone in the world knows this,
But no one is able to practice it.
Thus the sages have said,
‘To accept the soil ofthe country
Is to become the master ofthe earth-shrine.
To accept the inauspicious omens ofthe country
Is to become the ruler ofthe world.”
Direct communication seems like its opposite.

— 81—

Honest words are not beautiful;

Beautiful words are not honest.

‘One who is adept does not contend;

One who contends is not adept.

One who knows is not expansive;

One who is expansive does not know.

The sage avoids accumulation—

The more he works for others, the more he has;
The more he gives to others, the more he gains.
The way ofthe heavens is to benefit, not to injure.
The way ofthe sages is to act, not to compete.
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