
Hi Soulful Song Lovers and Story Tellers,

This is the twelfth Friday PDF that we’re emailing or posting on the webpage about songs,

stories, storytelling, community, or personal/spiritual growth until we meet again.

Sharing our stories, beliefs, and experiences around a theme suggested by a song is a pathway

to our higher, better selves. Some who have been exemplars of what this journey could look

like—Jesus, Lao Tzu, and others—have had the path they followed/emblazoned referred to as

“The Way.” When we seek or walk The Way, sometimes we have company (a mentors, a book,

etc.) but in the final analysis, in the words of the song “Lonesome Valley,” “Nobody here can

walk it for you, You gotta walk it by yourself.” Some of the people who shine their light so we

can find The Way include singer/songwriter Tift Merritt, Thoreau, Rachel Naomi Remen,

Sophia Lyon Fahs, John Steinbeck, James Baldwin, Barbara Holmes, and more.

If you’d like to get these PDFs emailed to you, register with Jessica Pond, Jpond@uucsr.org.

We sorely miss you and your stories. We miss hugs and laughter and coffee/tea with you. We

know these mailings are no substitute for meeting face-to-face, but hope that they, in some

small way, may fill the gap until we meet again. Take the spirit of Soulful Songs and Stories

with you wherever you go; share it, and we hope to see you all, healthy and happy, sooner

rather than later.

Namasté,

Alice and Steve



The Way / Lonesome Valley 
The idea for this week’s piece came from Eliza

Borné, editor of the Oxford American, who recently

wrote this in an OA e-newsletter: “I keep a para-

graph from Tift Merritt’s ‘Black Jack Jean Turns

One’ taped to the wall in front of my desk—

articulating values I hold dear.”

How will I teach my daughter to ask for something

more, but more importantly to find something more?

Within herself, within the people around her, in

every day. I want her to know that the deep spiritual

nutrition of living is in nature, in quiet, in joy, in

substance, in one-hundred thousand places every day

that are not screaming out for our applause. Found

not in things that court our lowest common denomi-

nators but rather where we discover what good we

are capable of. That we are more than consumers,

that our experiences require a language more unique

than references to popular movies. That pop songs

and “likes” are not what we strive to make of our

lives. I know, from my own life, that what I want to

show her is The Hard Way. A lonely way, sometimes.

An often confusing way. Something I still struggle

with myself. 

—Tift Merritt, “Black Jack Jean Turns One,” the

Oxford American, excerpt
https://www.oxfordamerican.org/item/1258-black-jack-jean

Before miscreants and  entrepreneurs reduced

Jesus’ teachings to “rules” (you can’t possibly fol-

low the rules, so you’re going to hell unless you pay

us to dribble out absolution) or to the “prosperity

gospel,” (give us your money so we can buy a pri-

vate jet and “God” will reward you with financial

blessings and physical well-being), people often

referred to the way of Jesus as “The Way.” [“The

modern church is often a movement that will love

you—so long as you behave according to its rules. It

is a movement that can propel you to fame and for-

tune—so long as you do not lean on its sacred cows.”

—Jonathan Merritt, WaPo, Oct 24, 2018]

The Tao Te Ching, by Lao Tsu, (attached) is also

called “The Way.” The El camino de Santiago pil-

grimages leading to the shrine of the apostle Saint

James the Great in the cathedral of Santiago de

Compostela in Galicia in northwestern Spain, are

also referred to as “The Way.” 
Whether you call it doing the right thing, kind-

ness, The Golden Rule, respect, speaking out for

justice/against injustice, doing no harm, being

your sister’s/brother’s keeper, a journey towards

wholeness, or just telling your story, sometimes

The Way is hard or lonely. 

Woody Guthrie usually get’s credit for his song

“Lonesome Valley,” but it’s often referred to as

“Traditional,” “American spiritual,” or simply as

“Gospel.” Woody’s lyrics are below. For more on

the origins of this song, see https://bit.ly/lnsm-vly

ConConConConsidsidsidsider er er er tttthishishishis    in in in in ssssonononong:g:g:g:

Lonesome Valley
Pete Seeger https://youtu.be/KKOISQOxN-o
Mississippi John Hurt
https://youtu.be/85BvT5X6WSo

Eric Bibb https://youtu.be/10iGNeWR7Ac
Nina Simone https://youtu.be/xZ__kBXg3ZA
Eli West & Bill Frisell (guitar instrumental)
https://youtu.be/ctes2EszLrQ



Lonesome Valley
Woody Guthrie

You gotta walk that lonesome valley,

You gotta walk it by yourself,

Nobody here can walk it for you,

You gotta walk it by yourself.

Some people say that John was a Baptist,

Some folks say he was a Jew,

But your holy scripture tells you

That he was a preacher too.

Daniel was a Bible hero,

Was a prophet brave and true,

In a den of hungry lions

Proved what faith can do for you.

There’s a road that leads to glory

Through a valley far away,

Nobody else can walk it for you,

They can only point the way.

Mamma and daddy loves you dearly,

Sister does and brother, too,

They may beg you to go with them,

But they cannot go for you.

I’m gonna walk that lonesome valley,

I’m gonna walk it by myself,

Don’t want to nobody to walk it for me,

I’m gonna walk it by myself. 

Once we get through the valley, maybe we can sing

together, “I Shall Not Be Moved,” which has its
roots in Biblical verse (Jeremiah 17:8-9 & Psalm

1:3), which was later adapted into a hymn; that

hymn then became a protest anthem, which in

turn morphed into a folk song.

Sing Community Choir
https://youtu.be/rwQPKVu5U6w

Mavis Staples
https://youtu.be/UcDpmzQh3YU?t=96

ConConConConsidsidsidsider er er er tttthishishishis    inininin    sssstory:
Since “You gotta walk it by yourself,”
the following are not a Garmin or
Google Maps to the Path or the Way,
but more like encouragement for you
to find or continue on The Way.

If people do not keep pace with their companions,

perhaps it is because they hear a different drum-

mer. Let them step to the music which they hear,

however measured or far away.

—Henry David Thoreau

I like to share a meditation I call the RAIN of

Self-Compassion. The acronym RAIN is an easy-to-

remember tool for practicing mindfulness and

compassion. In this version, it has the following

four steps: Recognize what is going on; Allow the
experience to be there, just as it is; Investigate
with interest and care; Nourish with self-compas-
sion. 

—Tara Brach, True Refuge

For me, the process of education is intimately

related to the process of healing. The root word of

education—educare—means to lead forth a hidden

wholeness in another person. A genuine education

fosters self-knowledge, self-trust, creativity and the

full expression of one’s unique identity. It gives

people the courage to be more.

—Rachel Naomi Remen, MD, Becoming Enough
(blog), Sep 2, 2014



A Permeable Life is about what presses out from

the heart, what comes in at a slant and what shim-

mers below the surface of things. To live perme-

ably is to be open-hearted and audacious, to risk

showing up as our truest self, and embracing a

willingness to be astonished.

—Carrie Newcomer, A Permeable Life: Poems &

Essays 

Whole life is a search for beauty. But, when the

beauty is found inside, the search ends and a beau-

tiful journey begins. —Harshit Walia

Our false selves are the identities we cultivate in

order to function in society with pride and self-

possession; our real selves are a deep religious

mystery, known entirely only to God. The world

cultivates the false self, ignores the real one, and

therein lies the great irony of human existence: the

more we make of ourselves, the less we actually

exist. 

—Robert Inchausti, The Pocket Thomas Merton

Keep me away from the wisdom which does not

cry, the philosophy which does not laugh, and the

greatness which does not bow before children.

—Khalil Gibran, Mirrors of the Soul

The dualistic mind presumes that if you criticize

something, you don’t love it.  Wise people like the

prophets would say the opposite.

—Fr. Richard Rohr, Way of the Prophet

The question is whether or not you choose to dis-

turb the world around you, or if you choose to let

it go on as if you had never arrived. 

—Ann Patchett

Never let someone’s opinion become your reality.

Never sacrifice who you are because someone else

has a problem with it. Love who you are inside and

out. —Les Brown

What we find in a soulmate is not something wild

to tame, but something wild to run with.

—Robert Brauld

The only Zen you can find on the tops of moun-

tains is the Zen you bring up there.

—Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle

Maintenance

Life becomes religious whenever we make it so:

when some new light is seen, when some deeper

appreciation is felt, when some larger outlook is

gained, when some nobler purpose is formed,

when some task is well done. 

—Sophia Lyon Fahs

The religious way is the deep way, the way that

sees what physical eyes alone fail to see, the intan-

gibles of the heart of every phenomenon. The

religious way is the way that touches universal

relationships; that goes high, wide and deep, that

expands the feelings of kinship.

—Sophia Lyon Fahs

If I am not for myself, who will be for me? But if

I am only for myself, what am I? If not now, when?

—Rabbi Hillel, Pirke Avot 1:14

Only with patience and tenderness might a person

surrender his barbed armor for a softer shield.

Perhaps in this, I thought, lies the key to the good

life—not rules to follow, nor problems to avoid,

but an engaged humility, an earnest acceptance of

life’s pains and promises.

—Joshua Wolf Shenk, “What Makes Us Happy?”,
The Atlantic, June 2009

Never run back to what broke you.



This is the greatest mystery of the human mind—

the inductive leap. Everything falls into place,

irrelevancies relate, dissonance becomes harmony,

and nonsense wears a crown of meaning. But the

clarifying leap springs from the rich soil of confu-

sion, and the leaper is not unfamiliar with pain.

—John Steinbeck, Sweet Thursday

Somewhere in us a dignity presides that is more

gracious than the smallness that fuels us with fear

and force, a dignity that trusts the form a day

takes. So at the end of this day, we give thanks for

being betrothed to the unknown and for the secret

work through which the mind of the day and wis-

dom of the soul become one.

—John O’Donohue, To Bless the Space Between Us

We’re in such a hurry most of the time we never

get much chance to talk. The result is a kind of

endless day-to-day shallowness, a monotony that

leaves a person wondering years later where all the

time went and sorry that it’s all gone.

—Robert M. Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle

Maintenance

Once the soul awakens, the search begins and you

can never go back. From then on, you are inflamed

with a special longing that will never again let you

linger in the lowlands of complacency and partial

fulfillment. The eternal makes you urgent. You are

loath to let compromise or the threat of danger

hold you back from striving toward the summit of

fulfillment. —John O’Donohue, Anam Cara: A

Book of Celtic Wisdom

In any given moment, we have two options: to step

forward into growth, or to step back into safety.

Growth must be chosen again and again; fear must

be overcome again and again.

—Abraham Maslow

I have observed that not many of us can say, or

sing: hallelujah. Perhaps it is because one first

must descend into the valley, where one learns to

say: Amen. If one can find in oneself the force to

say, Amen, it is possible to come to Hallelujah. But

Amen is the price. The black experience in the

valley of America remains, my friends, America’s

only affirmation. We have sung the Lord’s song for

a very long time, in a very, very strange land.

—James Baldwin, The Hallelujah Chorus

We are told that Jesus hung out with publicans, tax

collectors, and sinners. Perhaps during these ses-

sions of music, laughter, and food fellowship, there

were also moments when the love of God and

mutual care and concern became the focus of their

time together. Contemplation is not confined to

designated and institutional sacred spaces. God

breaks into nightclubs and Billie Holiday’s sultry

torch songs; God tap dances with Bill Robinson

and Savion Glover. And when Coltrane blew his

horn, the angels paused to consider.

Some sacred spaces bear none of the expected

characteristics. The fact that we prefer stained

glass windows, pomp and circumstance  has noth-

ing to do with the sacred. It may seem as if the

mysteries of divine-human reunion erupt in our

lives when, in fact, the otherness of spiritual abid-

ing is integral to human interiority. On occasion,

we turn our attention to this abiding presence and

are startled. But it was always there.

—Barbara A. Holmes, Joy Unspeakable: Contem-

plative Practices of the Black Church

We are knee-deep in a river, searching for water.

—Kabir Helminski



But the gate to life is narrow and the way that leads

to it is hard, and there are few people who find it.

—Matthew 7:14

The world cannot be discovered by a journey of

miles, no matter how long, but only by a spiritual

journey, a journey of one inch, very arduous and

humbling and joyful, by which we arrive at the

ground at our feet, and learn to be at home.

—Wendell Berry

In general, you can lead people on the spiritual

journey as far as you have gone. Transformed peo-

ple transform people. When you can be healed

yourself and not just talk about healing, you are, as

Henri Nouwen said, a “wounded healer."

—Richard Rohr, A Spring Within Us: A Book of

Daily Meditations

Our discomfort and our grappling is not a sign of

failure. It’s a sign that we’re living at the edge of

our imaginations. —America Ferrera

As we actually taste the flavor of what Jesus’ teach-

ing, we begin to see that it’s not proverbs for daily

living, or ways of being virtuous. He’s proposing a

total meltdown and recasting of human conscious-

ness, bursting through the tiny acorn-selfhood that

we arrived on the planet with into the oak tree of

our fully realized personhood. He pushes us to-

ward it, teases us, taunts us, encourages us, and

ultimately walks us there. —Cynthia Bourgeault,
The Wisdom Jesus: Transforming Heart and Mind 

Music that’s
Perky/Rousing
...when you have the Covid-19 blues

“Handful Of Keys,” Fats Waller/Stephanie Trick
https://youtu.be/ET3n09AfY68

“China Boy,” Phil Boutelje & Dick Winfree/Anat
Cohen, cl; Dan Nimmer, p; Marion Felder, d

https://youtu.be/9-FiRRTIS9g

Pensive/Reflective 
...think on these things

“The Lovin’ People,” Len Chandler
 https://youtu.be/Q355nFSUfZY

“It is well with my soul,” David Kocijan, Saxo-
phone & Piano https://youtu.be/vUMMQ3Jtj3M

Peaceful/Relaxing
...to wash away the day’s trouble in mind

“Vocalise,”  Sergei Rachmaninoff/Luka Sulic &
Mia Miljkovic https://youtu.be/SVyza9jzw18

“Comptine D’un Autre Été,” Frédéric Schubert/
See Siang Wong https://youtu.be/2W_G3xmSGfo

“Sonata in A Major,” k 208 Domenico Scarlatti/
Maria Joao Pires, https://youtu.be/8JwVCBFAVwA

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
—Robert Frost

“Did You Ever Have To Make Up Your Mind”
Lovin’ Spoonful  https://youtu.be/CV9DMgVF-Nk



The Tao Te Ching 

by Lao Tzu, Translated by Stephen Mitchell

1

The tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. The
name that can be named is not the eternal Name.
The unnamable is the eternally real. Naming is the
origin of all particular things. Free from desire, you
realize the mystery. Caught in desire, you see only
the manifestations. Yet mystery and manifestations
arise from the same source. This source is called
darkness. Darkness within darkness. The gateway to
all understanding. 

2

When people see some things as beautiful, other
things become ugly. When people see some things
as good, other things become bad. Being and non-be-
ing create each other. Difficult and easy support each
other. Long and short define each other. High and
low depend on each other. Before and after follow
each other. Therefore the Master acts without doing
anything and teaches without saying anything.
Things arise and she lets them come; things disap-
pear and she lets them go. She has but doesn’t pos-
sess, acts but doesn’t expect. When her work is done,
she forgets it. That is why it lasts forever. 

3 
If you over esteem great men, people become power-
less. If you overvalue possessions, people begin to
steal. The Master leads by emptying people’s minds
and filling their cores, by weakening their ambition
and toughening their resolve. He helps people lose
everything they know, everything they desire, and
creates confusion in those who think that they know.
Practice not-doing, and everything will fall into
place.
 
4

The Tao is like a well: used but never used up. It is
like the eternal void: filled with infinite possibilities.

It is hidden but always present. I don’t know who
gave birth to it. It is older than God. 

5

The Tao doesn’t take sides; it gives birth to both good
and evil. The Master doesn’t take sides; she wel-
comes both saints and sinners. The Tao is like a bel-
lows: it is empty yet infinitely capable. The more you
use it, the more it produces; the more you talk of it,
the less you understand. Hold on to the center. 

6

The Tao is called the Great Mother: empty yet inex-
haustible, it gives birth to infinite worlds. It is always
present within you. You can use it any way you want. 

7 
The Tao is infinite, eternal. Why is it eternal? It was
never born; thus it can never die. Why is it infinite?
It has no desires for itself; thus it is present for all
beings. The Master stays behind; that is why she is
ahead. She is detached from all things; that is why
she is one with them. Because she has let go of her-
self, she is perfectly fulfilled. 

8 
The supreme good is like water, which nourishes all
things without trying to. It is content with the low
places that people disdain. Thus it is like the Tao. In
dwelling, live close to the ground. In thinking, keep
to the simple. In conflict, be fair and generous. In
governing, don’t try to control. In work, do what you
enjoy. In family life, be completely present. When
you are content to be simply yourself and don’t com-
pare or compete, everybody will respect you. 

9

Fill your bowl to the brim and it will spill. Keep
sharpening your knife and it will blunt. Chase after



money and security and your heart will never un-
clench. Care about people’s approval and you will be
their prisoner. Do your work, then step back. The
only path to serenity. 

10

Can you coax your mind from its wandering and keep
to the original oneness? Can you let your body be-
come supple as a newborn child’s? Can you cleanse
your inner vision until you see nothing but the light?
Can you love people and lead them without imposing
your will? Can you deal with the most vital matters
by letting events take their course? Can you step
back from you own mind and thus understand all
things? Giving birth and nourishing, having without
possessing, acting with no expectations, leading and
not trying to control: this is the supreme virtue. 

11

We join spokes together in a wheel, but it is the cen-
ter hole that makes the wagon move. We shape clay
into a pot, but it is the emptiness inside that holds
whatever we want. We hammer wood for a house
,but it is the inner space that makes it livable. We
work with being, but non-being is what we use. 

12

Colors blind the eye. Sounds deafen the ear. Flavors
numb the taste. Thoughts weaken the mind. Desires
wither the heart. The Master observes the world but
trusts his inner vision. He allows things to come and
go. His heart is open as the sky. 

13

Success is as dangerous as failure. Hope is as hollow
as fear. What does it mean that success is a danger-
ous as failure? Whether you go up the ladder or down
it, you position is shaky. When you stand with your
two feet on the ground, you will always keep your
balance. What does it mean that hope is as hollow as
fear? Hope and fear are both phantoms that arise
from thinking of the self. When we don’t see the self
as self, what do we have to fear? See the world as
your self. Have faith in the way things are. Love the
world as your self; then you can care for all things. 

14

Look, and it can’t be seen. Listen, and it can’t be
heard. Reach, and it can’t be grasped. Above, it isn’t
bright. Below, it isn’t dark. Seamless, unnamable, it
returns to the realm of nothing. Form that includes
all forms, image without an image, subtle, beyond all
conception. Approach it and there is no beginning;
follow it and there is no end. You can’t know it, but
you can be it, at ease in your own life. Just realize
where you come from: this is the essence of wisdom. 

15

The ancient Masters were profound and subtle. Their
wisdom was unfathomable. There is no way to de-
scribe it; all we can describe is their appearance.
They were careful as someone crossing an iced-over
stream. Alert as a warrior in enemy territory. Courte-
ous as a guest. Fluid as melting ice. Shapable as a
block of wood. Receptive as a valley. Clear as a glass
of water. Do you have the patience to wait till your
mud settles and the water is clear? Can you remain
unmoving till the right action arises by itself? The
Master doesn’t seek fulfillment. Not seeking, not
expecting, she is present, and can welcome all
things.

16

Empty your mind of all thoughts. Let your heart be
at peace. Watch the turmoil of beings, but contem-
plate their return. Each separate being in the uni-
verse returns to the common source. Returning to
the source is serenity. If you don’t realize the source,
you stumble in confusion and sorrow. When you
realize where you come from, you naturally become
tolerant, disinterested, amused, kindhearted as a
grandmother, dignified as a king. Immersed in the
wonder of the Tao, you can deal with whatever life
brings you, and when death comes, you are ready. 

17

When the Master governs, the people are hardly
aware that he exists. Next best is a leader who is
loved. Next, one who is feared. The worst is one who
is despised. If you don’t trust the people, you make
them untrustworthy. The Master doesn’t talk, he
acts. When his work is done, the people say, “Amaz-



ing: we did it, all by ourselves!” 

18

When the great Tao is forgotten, goodness and piety
appear. When the body’s intelligence declines, clev-
erness and knowledge step forth. When there is no
peace in the family, filial piety begins. When the
country falls into chaos, patriotism is born. 

19

Throw away holiness and wisdom, and people will
be a hundred times happier. Throw away morality
and justice, and people will do the right thing. Throw
away industry and profit, and there won’t be any
thieves. If these three aren’t enough, just stay at the
center of the circle and let all things take their
course. 

20

Stop thinking, and end your problems. What differ-
ence between yes and no? What difference between
success and failure? Must you value what others
value, avoid what others avoid? How ridiculous!
Other people are excited, as though they were at a
parade. I alone don’t care, I alone am expressionless,
like an infant before it can smile. Other people have
what they need; I alone possess nothing. I alone drift
about, like someone without a home. I am like an
idiot, my mind is so empty. Other people are bright;
I alone am dark. Other people are sharper; I alone
am dull. Other people have a purpose; I alone don’t
know. I drift like a wave on the ocean, I blow as
aimless as the wind . I am different from ordinary
people. I drink from the Great Mother’s breasts. 

21

The Master keeps her mind always at one with the
Tao; that is what gives her her radiance. The Tao is
ungraspable. How can her mind be at one with it?
Because she doesn’t cling to ideas. The Tao is dark
and unfathomable. How can it make her radiant?
Because she lets it. Since before time and space
were, the Tao is. It is beyond is and is not. How do
I know this is true? I look inside myself and see. 

23

If you want to become whole, let yourself be partial.
If you want to become straight, let yourself be
crooked. If you want to become full, let yourself be
empty. If you want to be reborn, let yourself die. If
you want to be given everything, give everything up.
The Master, by residing in the Tao, sets an example
for all beings. Because he doesn’t display himself,
people can see his light. Because he has nothing to
prove, people can trust his words. Because he doesn’t
know who he is, people recognize themselves in him.
Because he has no goad in mind, everything he does
succeeds. When the ancient Masters said,”If you
want to be given everything, give everything up,”they
weren’t using empty phrases. Only in being lived by
the Tao can you be truly yourself. 

23

Express yourself completely, then keep quiet. Be like
the forces of nature: when it blows, there is only
wind; when it rains, there is only rain; when the
clouds pass, the sun shines through. If you open
yourself to the Tao, you are at one with the Tao and
you can embody it completely. If you open yourself
to insight, you are at one with insight and you can
use it completely. If you open yourself to loss, you
are at one with loss and you can accept it completely.
Open yourself to the Tao, then trust your natural
responses; and everything will fall into place. 

24

He who stands on tiptoe doesn’t stand firm. He who
rushes ahead doesn’t go far. He who tries to shine
dims his own light. He who defines himself can’t
know who he really is. He who has power over others
can’t empower himself. He who clings to his work
will create nothing that endures. If you want to ac-
cord with the Tao, just do your job, then let go. 

25

There was something formless and perfect before the
universe was born. It is serene. Empty. Solitary.
Unchanging. Infinite. Eternally present. It is the
mother of the universe. For lack of a better name, I
call it the Tao. It flows through all things, inside and
outside, and returns to the origin of all things. The



Tao is great. The universe is great. Earth is great.
Man is great. These are the four great powers. Man
follows the earth. Earth follows the universe. The
universe follows the Tao.The Tao follows only itself. 

26

The heavy is the root of the light. The unmoved is the
source of all movement. Thus the Master travels all
day without leaving home. However splendid the
views, she stays serenely in herself. Why should the
lord of the country flit about like a fool? If you let
yourself be blown to and fro, you lose touch with
your root. If you let restlessness move you, you lose
touch with who you are. 

27

A good traveler has no fixed plans and is not intent
upon arriving. A good artist lets his intuition lead
him wherever it wants. A good scientist has freed
himself of concepts and keeps his mind open to what
is. Thus the Master is available to all people and does-
n’t reject anyone. He is ready to use all situations and
doesn’t waste anything. This is called embodying the
light. What is a good man but a bad man’s teacher?
What is a bad man but a good man’s job? If you don’t
understand this, you will get lost, however intelligent
you are. It is the great secret. 

28

Know the male, yet keep to the female: receive the
world in your arms. If you receive the world, the Tao
will never leave you and you will be like a little child.
Know the white, yet keep to the black: be a pattern
for the world. If you are a pattern for the world, the
Tao will be strong inside you and there will be noth-
ing you can’t do. Know the personal, yet keep to the
impersonal: accept the world as it is. If you accept
the world, the Tao will be luminous inside you and
you will return to your primal self. The world is
formed from the void, like utensils from a block of
wood. The Master knows the utensils, yet keeps to
the the block: thus she can use all things. 

29

Do you want to improve the world? I don’t think it
can be done. The world is sacred. It can’t be

improved. If you tamper with it, you’ll ruin it. If you
treat it like an object, you’ll lose it. There is a time for
being ahead, a time for being behind; a time for
being in motion, a time for being at rest; a time for
being vigorous, a time for being exhausted; a time for
being safe, a time for being in danger. The Master
sees things as they are, without trying to control
them. She lets them go their own way, and resides
at the center of the circle. 

30

Whoever relies on the Tao in governing men doesn’t
try to force issues or defeat enemies by force of arms.
For every force there is a counterforce. Violence,
even well intentioned, always rebounds upon one-
self. The Master does his job and then stops. He
understands that the universe is forever out of con-
trol, and that trying to dominate events goes against
the current of the Tao. Because he believes in him-
self, he doesn’t try to convince others. Because he is
content with himself ,he doesn’t need others’ ap-
proval. Because he accepts himself, the whole world
accepts him. 

31

Weapons are the tools of violence; all decent men
detest them. Weapons are the tools of fear; a decent
man will avoid them except in the direst necessity
and, if compelled, will use them only with the ut-
most restraint. Peace is his highest value. If the peace
has been shattered, how can he be content? His
enemies are not demons, but human beings like
himself. He doesn’t wish them personal harm. Nor
does he rejoice in victory. How could he rejoice in
victory and delight in the slaughter of men? He en-
ters a battle gravely, with sorrow and with great
compassion, as if he were attending a funeral. 

32

The Tao can’t be perceived. Smaller than an electron,
it contains uncountable galaxies. If powerful men
and women could remain centered in the Tao, all
things would be in harmony. The world would be-
come a paradise. All people would be at peace, and
the law would be written in their hearts. When you
have names and forms, know that they are provi-



sional. When you have institutions, know where
their functions should end. Knowing when to stop,
you can avoid any danger. All things end in the Tao
as rivers flow into the sea. 

33

Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is
true wisdom. Mastering others is strength; mastering
yourself is true power. If you realize that you have
enough,you are truly rich.If you stay in the centerand
embrace death with your whole heart, you will en-
dure forever. 

34

The great Tao flows everywhere. All things are born
from it, yet it doesn’t create them. It pours itself into
its work, yet it makes no claim. It nourishes infinite
worlds, yet it doesn’t hold on to them. Since it is
merged with all things and hidden in their hearts, it
can be called humble. Since all things vanish into it
and it alone endures, it can be called great. It isn’t
aware of its greatness; thus it is truly great. 

35

She who is centered in the Tao can go where she
wishes, without danger. She perceives the universal
harmony, even amid great pain, because she has
found peace in her heart. Music or the smell of good
cooking may make people stop and enjoy. But words
that point to the Tao seem monotonous and without
flavor. When you look for it, there is nothing to see.
When you listen for it, there is nothing to hear.
When you use it, it is inexhaustible. 

36

If you want to shrink something, you must first allow
it to expand. If you want to get rid of something, you
must first allow it to flourish. If you want to take
something, you must first allow it to be given. This
is called the subtle perception of the way things are.
The soft overcomes the hard. The slow overcomes
the fast. Let your workings remain a mystery. Just
show people the results. 

37

The Tao never does anything, yet through it all things

are done. If powerful men and women could venter
themselves in it, the whole world would be trans-
formed by itself, in its natural rhythms. People would
be content with their simple, everyday lives, in har-
mony, and free of desire. When there is no desire, all
things are at peace. 

38

The Master doesn’t try to be powerful; thus he is
truly powerful. The ordinary man keeps reaching for
power; thus he never has enough. The Master does
nothing, yet he leaves nothing undone. The ordinary
man is always doing things, yet many more are left
to be done. The kind man does something, yet some-
thing remains undone. The just man does something
,and leaves many things to be done. The moral man
does something, and when no one respond she rolls
up his sleeves and uses force. When the Tao is lost,
there is goodness. When goodness is lost, there is
morality. When morality is lost, there is ritual. Ritual
is the husk of true faith, the beginning of chaos.
Therefore the Master concerns himself with the
depths and not the surface, with the fruit and not the
flower. He has no will of his own. He dwells in real-
ity, and lets all illusions go.

39

In harmony with the Tao, the sky is clear and spa-
cious, the earth is solid and full, all creature flourish
together, content with the way they are, endlessly
repeating themselves, endlessly renewed. When man
interferes with the Tao, the sky becomes filthy, the
earth becomes depleted, the equilibrium crumbles,
creatures become extinct. The Master views the parts
with compassion, because he understands the whole.
His constant practice is humility. He doesn’t glitter
like a jewel but lets himself be shaped by the Tao, as
rugged and common as stone. 

40

Return is the movement of the Tao. Yielding is the
way of the Tao. All things are born of being. Being
is born of non-being.

41

When a superior man hears of the Tao, he immedi-



ately begins to embody it. When an average man
hears of the Tao, he half believes it, half doubts it.
When a foolish man hears of the Tao, he laughs out
loud. If he didn’t laugh, it wouldn’t be the Tao. Thus
it is said: The path into the light seems dark, the path
forward seems to go back, the direct path seems long,
true power seems weak, true purity seems tarnished,
true steadfastness seems changeable, true clarity
seems obscure, the greatest are seems unsophisti-
cated, the greatest love seems indifferent, the great-
est wisdom seems childish. The Tao is nowhere to be
found. Yet it nourishes and completes all things.

42

The Tao gives birth to One. One gives birth to Two.
Two gives birth to Three. Three gives birth to all
things. All things have their backs to the female and
stand facing the male. When male and female com-
bine, all things achieve harmony. Ordinary men hate
solitude. But the Master makes use of it, embracing
his aloneness, realizing he is one with the whole
universe. 

43

The gentlest thing in the world overcomes the hard-
est thing in the world. That which has no substance
enters where there is no space. This shows the value
of non-action. Teaching without words, performing
without actions: that is the Master’s way.

44

Fame or integrity: which is more important? Money
or happiness: which is more valuable? Success of
failure: which is more destructive? If you look to
others for fulfillment, you will never truly be ful-
filled. If your happiness depends on money, you will
never be happy with yourself. Be content with what
you have; rejoice in the way things are. When you
realize there is nothing lacking, the whole world
belongs to you. 

45

True perfection seems imperfect, yet it is perfectly
itself. True fullness seems empty, yet it is fully pres-
ent. True straightness seems crooked. True wisdom
seems foolish. True art seems artless. The Master

allows things to happen. She shapes events as they
come. She steps out of the way and lets the Tao speak
for itself. 

46 
When a country is in harmony with the Tao, the
factories make trucks and tractors. When a country
goes counter to the Tao, warheads are stockpiled
outside the cities. There is no greater illusion than
fear, no greater wrong than preparing to defend
yourself, no greater misfortune than having an en-
emy. Whoever can see through all fearwill always be
safe. 

47

Without opening your door, you can open your heart
to the world. Without looking out your window, you
can see the essence of the Tao. The more you know,
the less you understand. The Master arrives without
leaving, sees the light without looking, achieves
without doing a thing. 

48

In pursuit of knowledge, every day something is
added. In the practice of the Tao, every day some-
thing is dropped. Less and less do you need to force
things, until finally you arrive at non-action. When
nothing is done, nothing is left undone. True mastery
can be gainedby letting things go their own way. It
can’t be gained by interfering. 

49

The Master has no mind of her own. She works with
the mind of the people. She is good to people who
are good. She is also good to people who aren’t good.
This is true goodness. She trusts people who are
trustworthy. She also trusts people who aren’t trust-
worthy. This is true trust. The Master’s mind is like
space. People don’t understand her. They look to her
and wait. She treats them like her own children. 

50

The Master gives himself up to whatever the moment
brings. He knows that he is going to die, and her has
nothing left to hold on to: no illusions in his mind,
no resistances in his body. He doesn’t think about his



actions; they flow from the core of his being. He
holds nothing back from life; therefore he is ready
for death, as a man is ready for sleep after a good
day’s work. 

51

Every being in the universe is an expression of the
Tao. It springs into existence, unconscious, perfect,
free, takes on a physical body, lets circumstances
complete it. That is why every being spontaneously
honors the Tao. The Tao gives birth to all beings,
nourishes them, maintains them, cares for them,
comforts them, protects them, takes them back to
itself, creating without possessing, acting without
expecting, guiding without interfering. That is why
love of the Tao is in the very nature of things. 

52

In the beginning was the Tao. All things issue from
it; all things return to it. To find the origin, trace
back the manifestations. When you recognize the
children and find the mother, you will be free of
sorrow. If you close your mind in judgements and
traffic with desires, your heart will be troubled. If
you keep your mind from judging and aren’t led by
the senses, your heart will find peace. Seeing into
darkness is clarity. Knowing how to yield is strength.
Use your own light and return to the source of light.
This is called practicing eternity. 

53

The great Way is easy, yet people prefer the side
paths .Be aware when things are out of balance. Stay
centered within the Tao. When rich speculators
prosper while farmers lose their land; w hen govern-
ment officials spend money on weapons instead of
cures; when the upper class is extravagant and irre-
sponsible while the poor have nowhere to turn-all
this is robbery and chaos. It is not in keeping with
the Tao. 

54

Whoever is planted in the Tao will not be rooted up.
Whoever embraces the Tao will not slip away. Her
name will be held in honor from generation to gener-
ation. Let the Tao be present in your life and you will

become genuine. Let it be present in your family and
your family will flourish. Let it be present in your
country and your country will be an example to all
countries in the world. Let it be present in the uni-
verse and the universe will sing. How do I know this
is true? By looking inside myself. 

55

He who is in harmony with the Tao is like a newborn
child. Its bones are soft, its muscles are weak, but its
grip is powerful. It doesn’t know about the union of
male and female, yet its penis can stand erect, so
intense is its vital power. It can scream its head off
all day, yet it never becomes hoarse, so complete is
its harmony. The Master’s power is like this. He lets
all things come and go effortlessly, without desire.
He never expects results; thus he is never disap-
pointed. He is never disappointed; thus his spirit
never grows old. 

56

Those who know don’t talk. Those who talk don’t
know. Close your mouth, block off your senses, blunt
your sharpness, untie your knots, soften your glare,
settle your dust. This is the primal identity. Be like
the Tao. It can’t be approached or withdrawn from,
benefited or harmed, honored or brought into dis-
grace. It gives itself up continually. That is why it
endures. 

57

If you want to be a great leader, you must learn to
follow the Tao. Stop trying to control. Let go of fixed
plans and concepts, and the world will govern itself.
The more prohibitions you have, the less virtuous
people will be. The more weapons you have, the less
secure people will be. The more subsidies you have,
the less self-reliant people will be. Therefore the
Master says: I let go of the law, and people become
honest. I let go of economics, and people become
prosperous. I let go of religion, and people become
serene. I let go of all desire for the common good,
and the good becomes common as grass. 

58

If a country is governed with tolerance, the people



are comfortable and honest. If a country is governed
with repression, the people are depressed and crafty.
When the will to power is in charge, the higher the
ideals, the lower the results. Try to make people
happy, and you lay the groundwork for misery. Try
to make people moral, and you lay the groundwork
for vice. Thus the Master is content to serve as an
example and not to impose her will. She is pointed,
but doesn’t pierce. Straightforward, but supple. Radi-
ant, but easy on the eyes.

59

For governing a country well there is nothing better
than moderation. The mark of a moderate man is
freedom from his own ideas. Tolerant like the sky,
all-pervading like sunlight, firm like a mountain,
supple like a tree in the wind, he has no destination
in view and makes use of anything life happens to
bring his way. Nothing is impossible for him. Be-
cause he has let go, he can care for the people’s wel-
fare as a mother cares for her child. 

60

Governing a large country is like frying a small fish.
You spoil it with too much poking. Center your coun-
try in the Tao and evil will have no power. Not that
it isn’t there, but you’ll be able to step out of its way.
Give evil nothing to oppose and it will disappear by
itself. 

61

When a country obtains great power, it becomes like
the sea: all streams run downward into it. The more
powerful it grows, the greater the need for humility.
Humility means trusting the Tao, thus never needing
to be defensive. A great nation is like a great man:
When he makes a mistake, he realizes it. Having
realized it, he admits it. Having admitted it, he cor-
rects it. He considers those who point out his faults
as his most benevolent teachers. He thinks of his
enemy as the shadow that he himself casts. If a na-
tion is centered in the Tao, if it nourishes its own
people and doesn’t meddle in the affairs of others, it
will be a light to all nations in the world.

62

The Tao is the center of the universe, the good man’s
treasure, the bad man’s refuge. Honors can be bought
with fine words, respect can be won with good deeds;
but the Tao is beyond all value, and no one can
achieve it. Thus, when a new leader is chosen, don’t
offer to help him with your wealth or your expertise.
Offer instead to teach him about the Tao. Why did
the ancient Masters esteem the Tao? Because, being
one with the Tao, when you seek, you find; and when
you make a mistake, you are forgiven. That is why
everybody loves it. 

63

Act without doing; work without effort. Think of the
small as large and the few as many. Confront the
difficult while it is still easy; accomplish the great
task by a series of small acts. The Master never
reaches for the great; thus she achieves greatness.
When she runs into a difficulty, she stops and gives
herself to it. She doesn’t cling to her own comfort;
thus problems are no problem for her. 

64

What is rooted is easy to nourish. What is recent is
easy to correct. What is brittle is easy to break. What
is small is easy to scatter. Prevent trouble before it
arises. Put things in order before they exist. The giant
pine tree grows from a tiny sprout. The journey of a
thousand miles starts from beneath your feet. Rush-
ing into action, you fail. Trying to grasp things, you
lose them. Forcing a project to completion, you ruin
what was almost ripe. Therefore the Master takes
action by letting things take their course. He remains
as calm at the end as at the beginning. He has noth-
ing, thus has nothing to lose. What he desires is non-
desire; what he learns is to unlearn. He simply re-
minds people of who they have always been. He cares
about nothing but the Tao. Thus he can care for all
things. 

65

The ancient Masters didn’t try to educate the people,
but kindly taught them to not-know. When they
think that they know the answers, people are diffi-
cult to guide. When they know that they don’t know,



people can find their own way. If you want to learn
how to govern, avoid being clever or rich. The sim-
plest pattern is the clearest. Content with an ordi-
nary life, you can show all people the way back to
their own true nature. 

66

All streams flow to the sea because it is lower than
they are. Humility gives it its power. If you want to
govern the people, you must place yourself below
them. If you want to lead the people, you must learn
how to follow them. The Master is above the people,
and no one feels oppressed. She goes ahead of the
people, and no one feels manipulated. The whole
world is grateful to her. Because she competes with
no one, no one can compete with her. 

67

Some say that my teaching is nonsense. Others call
it lofty but impractical. But to those who have looked
inside themselves, this nonsense makes perfect
sense. And to those who put it into practice, this
loftiness has roots that go deep. I have just three
things to teach: simplicity, patience, compassion.
These three are your greatest treasures. Simple in
actions and in thoughts, you return to the source of
being. Patient with both friends and enemies, you
accord with the way things are. Compassionate to-
ward yourself, you reconcile all beings in the world. 

68

The best athlete wants his opponent at his best. The
best general enters the mind of his enemy. The best
businessman serves the communal good. The best
leader follows the will of the people. All of the em-
body the virtue of non-competition. Not that they
don’t love to compete, but they do it in the spirit of
play. In this they are like children and in harmony
with the Tao.

69

The generals have a saying: “Rather than make the
first move it is better to wait and see. Rather than
advance an inch it is better to retreat a yard. “This is
called going forward without advancing, pushing

back without using weapons. There is no greater
misfortune than underestimating your enemy. Un-
derestimating your enemy means thinking that he is
evil. Thus you destroy your three treasures and be-
come an enemy yourself. When two great forces
oppose each other, the victory will go to the one that
knows how to yield. 

70

My teachings are easy to understand and easy to put
into practice. Yet your intellect will never grasp
them, and if you try to practice them, you’ll fail. My
teachings are older than the world. How can you
grasp their meaning? If you want to know me, look
inside your heart. 

71

Not-knowing is true knowledge. Presuming to know
is a disease. First realize that you are sick; then you
can move toward health. The Master is her own
physician. She has healed herself of all knowing.
Thus she is truly whole. 

72

When they lose their sense of awe, people turn to
religion. When they no longer trust themselves, they
begin to depend upon authority. Therefore the Mas-
ter steps back so that people won’t be confused. He
teaches without a teaching, so that people will have
nothing to learn. 

73

The Tao is always at ease. It overcomes without com-
peting, answers without speaking a word, arrives
without being summoned, accomplishes without a
plan. Its net covers the whole universe. And though
its meshes are wide, it doesn’t let a thing slip
through. 

74

If you realize that all things change, there is nothing
you will try to hold on to. If you aren’t afraid of dy-
ing, there is nothing you can’t achieve. Trying to
control the future is like trying to take the master
carpenter’s place. When you handle the master car-
penter’s tools, chances are that you’ll cut your hand. 



75

When taxes are too high, people go hungry. When
the government is too intrusive, people lose their
spirit. Act for the people’s benefit. Trust them; leave
them alone. 

76

Men are born soft and supple; dead, they are stiff and
hard. Plats are born tender and pliant; dead, they are
brittle and dry. Thus whoever is stiff and inflexible
is a disciple of death. Whoever is soft and yielding is
a disciple of life. The hard and stiff will be broken.
The soft and supple will prevail. 

77

As it acts in the world, the Tao is like the bending of
a bow. The top is bent downward; the bottom is bent
up. It adjusts excess and deficiency so that there is
perfect balance. It takes from what is too much and
give to what isn’t enough. Those who try to control,
who use force to protect their power, go against the
direction of the Tao. They take from those who don’t
have enough and give to those who have far too
much. The Master can keep giving because there is
no end to her wealth. She acts without expectation,
succeeds without taking credit, and doesn’t think
that she is better than anyone else. 

78

Nothing in the world is as soft and yielding as water.
Yet for dissolving the hard and inflexible, nothing
can surpass it. The soft overcomes the hard; the
gentle overcomes the rigid. Everyone knows this is
true, but few can put it into practice. Therefore the
Master remains serene in the midst of sorrow. Evil
cannot enter his heart. Because he has given up
helping, he is people’s greatest help. True words
seem paradoxical. 

79

Failure is an opportunity. If you blame someone else,
there is no end to the blame. Therefore the Master
fulfills her own obligations and corrects her own
mistakes. She does what she needs to do and
demands nothing of others. 

80

If a country is governed wisely, its inhabitants will
be content. They enjoy the labor of their hands and
don’t waste time inventing labor-saving machines.
Since they dearly love their homes, they aren’t inter-
ested in travel. There may be a few wagons and
boats, but these don’t go anywhere. There may be an
arsenal of weapons, but nobody ever uses them.
People enjoy their food, take pleasure in being with
their families, spend weekends working in their
gardens, delight in the doings of the neighborhood.
And even though the next country is so close that
people can hear its roosters crowing and its dogs
barking, they are content to die of old age without
ever having gone to see it. 

81

True words aren’t eloquent; eloquent words aren’t
true. Wise men don’t need to prove their point; men
who need to prove their point aren’t wise. The Mas-
ter has no possessions. The more he does for others,
the happier he is. The more he gives to others, the
wealthier he is. The Tao nourishes by not forcing. By
not dominating, the Master leads.
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