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  Preface

  Why Three Lamps

  A single lamp shows you the room. Three lamps show you the shape of the things in it.

  This book was made in a house where three traditions are kept at once and none is asked to
  apologize. At Golden Flower Abbey the Taoist canon sits on the shelf beside the Philokalia and the
  sutras, and the same person who chants the name of Amitabha in the evening will pray the Jesus
  Prayer on the morning walk and then go out to weed the herb beds according to the almanac. This
  is not confusion. It is the ordinary practice of a syncretic contemplative community, and it has
  a long precedent: Huiyuan gathered scholars, monks, and gentlemen-farmers on Mount Lu in 386 and
  had them face one Buddha under one white lotus, each arriving by his own road.

  The Tao Te Ching is the natural spine for such a book. It is short, it is old, it is
  stubbornly unsystematic, and it refuses from its first line to let any tradition close its
  fist around it. Lay the Gospels beside it and the Gospels answer. Lay the Dharma beside it
  and the Dharma answers. Neither answer is forced, and neither is a translation of the other.
  They are three instruments finding the same note.

  How the commentary works

  The Taoist Seed states what the verse itself is doing — the plain sense of the
  Old Child’s teaching, read the way a Taoist master would read it to a student who has just
  arrived and knows nothing yet.

  The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo brings the verse into the presence of Christ and
  of the fathers who worked out what union with God costs. The Orthodox contribution here is
  particular and worth naming: apophatic theology, which knows God best by refusing to define Him;
  hesychasm, the practice of stillness and the guarded heart; kenosis, the self-emptying of Christ;
  and theosis, the teaching that a human being is meant to become, by grace, what God is by nature.
  These four are the closest thing in Christianity to the grammar of the Tao Te Ching.

  The Buddhist Whisper answers from the whole breadth of the Dharma — the early
  suttas, the perfection of wisdom, the bodhisattva path, and the Pure Land teaching that the
  White Lotus Society has carried since Mount Lu. It is called a whisper because the Buddhist
  reading of Lao Tzu is usually a matter of one small correction that changes everything.

  Each chapter then ends with The Abbey’s Practice: one sentence you can actually
  carry out of the room. Reading these three traditions is pleasant. Doing any one of them is the
  point.

  A word on the translation

  The verses are given in plain modern English, unadorned, arranged for the ear rather than the
  eye. Where the Chinese is famously ambiguous, the rendering keeps the ambiguity rather than
  resolving it — the reader is trusted. No verse has been reordered, shortened, or improved.

  ☯   ✞   ✿





  A Positive Comparative Essay

  The One Fragrant Truth in Many Gardens

  It is a quiet joy to be asked not to dissect or defend, but simply to trace the
  golden thread that runs through three of humanity’s deepest teachings.

  As a Taoist master who has spent a lifetime with the Old Child’s words, and as a
  historical scholar who has walked the dusty roads of these traditions, I offer this harmony of
  light. When I read the Gospels, when I sit with the Dharma of the Buddha, I do not hear alien
  voices. I hear my own mother’s song, sung in a different dialect. The Tao Te Ching says,
  “The Tao that can be named is not the eternal Tao.” That very recognition opens the
  door to see the one fragrant truth blooming in many gardens.


  The Wordless Source

  All three traditions begin in reverent silence before a mystery that cannot be captured. The
  Tao Te Ching opens with the Nameless, the “darkness within darkness.” The Gospels
  point to a God who is Spirit, whom “no one has ever seen,” and who dwells in
  “unapproachable light.” Jesus often retreats into silence and the desert; his teaching
  comes in parables that, like the Tao, hide the deepest truth from those who merely hear words. In
  Buddhism, the ultimate reality — whether called Nirvana, Suchness, or the Unborn — is
  utterly beyond conceptual grasp. The Buddha famously remained silent when pressed with
  metaphysical questions, a gesture that mirrors the Taoist master who “knows without
  traveling, names without seeing.” All three understand that the finger pointing at the moon
  is not the moon.


  The Way That Is Walked, Not Just Believed

  It is remarkable that each tradition calls itself a “Way.” The Tao is literally
  “the Way.” The earliest Christians were called followers of “the Way”
  (Acts 9:2), and Jesus declares, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life.” The
  Buddha’s entire teaching is the Noble Eightfold Path. This is no accident. Wisdom is not a
  set of propositions to sign, but a path to tread.


  Non-Action and the Grace of Letting Go

  The signature of the Tao is wu-wei, non-doing, effortless action that does not strive yet
  accomplishes everything. Its parallel in the Gospels is the radical trust Jesus teaches:
  “Consider the lilies, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin.” In Buddhism, the
  same spirit breathes through the teaching of anatta (no-self). When the illusion of a separate,
  controlling self dissolves, action arises naturally and compassionately, without a doer clinging
  to the result.


  The Great Reversal: The Lowly Are Lifted Up

  Perhaps the deepest shared melody is the overturning of worldly values. Lao Tzu says,
  “Yield, and become whole. Bend, and become straight.” The Beatitudes of Jesus sing
  the same song: “Blessed are the poor in spirit… blessed are the meek.” The
  Buddha, born a prince, abandoned his kingdom to become a homeless beggar, and in that emptiness
  found the greatest treasure. The cross of Christ, the Bodhisattva’s postponement of final
  liberation, and the Taoist sage who “stands behind, and so is ahead” all embody this
  sacred reversal.


  The Child, the Newborn, the Beginner’s Mind

  “Can you soften your breath until you are as gentle as a newborn?” (Tao Te Ching,
  10). “Unless you change and become like little children, you will never enter the kingdom of
  heaven” (Matthew 18:3). The Buddha’s teaching points to a “beginner’s
  mind,” the fresh, unconditioned awareness. The child is whole. The un-carved block of the
  Tao is the child’s original nature before society carves it into a proud, fearful adult. In
  all three traditions, spiritual maturity is a return to this original simplicity.


  The Kingdom Within and the Still Point

  “The kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21) is one of Jesus’s most
  Taoist sayings. The Tao Te Ching never tires of pointing inward: “Without going out the
  door, you can know the whole world.” The Buddha’s enlightenment took place not by
  traveling to the stars, but by sitting under a tree and looking deeply into his own mind. All
  three locate the ultimate reality not in a distant heaven, but in the here and now, in the still
  center of the human heart-mind.


  Compassion Without Borders

  The Tao Te Ching’s “three treasures” begin with compassion (67). Jesus
  commands, “Love your enemies.” The Buddha taught loving-kindness (metta) to all beings
  without limit. When you know that the same Tao flows through all, that the Father’s rain
  falls on the just and unjust, that all beings have Buddha-nature, the very idea of
  “enemy” dissolves.


  The Treasure Hidden in the Field

  Finally, all three traditions speak of a priceless treasure found in the most ordinary, humble
  circumstances. The Tao Te Ching says, “The sage wears rough clothing and holds the jewel
  inside.” Jesus’s Kingdom is like a treasure hidden in a field. The Buddha’s
  Dharma is the pearl beyond price. The treasure is not in the faraway pilgrimage site, but under
  your feet. It is the present moment, your own true nature, the Tao that is not distant.


  As a historical scholar, I see no need to trace lines of borrowing or influence to explain
  these harmonies. The human heart, when it lays down its weapons and listens, hears the same
  whisper. The Tao that cannot be named, the Father who sees in secret, the unborn, unchanging
  Nirvana — these are not three, but the one luminous silence that speaks in every true word.
  When I read the Gospels, I bow to a fellow sage from Galilee. When I read the sutras, I bow to a
  fellow sage from the Shakya clan. They drank from the same dark, sweet water, and they point with
  different hands to the same moon.


  


  
The Scholar’s Addendum

  Where the Three Lamps Have Already Burned Together

  Though these harmonies need no historical borrowing to explain them, history has in fact
  arranged the meeting more than once, and the Abbey keeps the memory of it.

  When Buddhism entered China in the Han, the translators reached first for Taoist vocabulary,
  and for two centuries ko-i — “matching the concepts” — rendered
  bodhi with the Tao and nirvana with wu-wei. The method was later abandoned as
  imprecise, but the marriage it made was never annulled: Chan is what happens when the Dharma is
  raised in a Taoist household.

  In 386, Huiyuan gathered his companions before an image of Amitabha at Mount Lu and bound them
  by a common vow. He had come to the Dharma through the Taoist classics, and he never repudiated
  them; he simply found where they were pointing. That gathering took the white lotus as its sign,
  and every White Lotus society since, including this one, dates itself from that afternoon.

  Two centuries later, in 635, the monk Alopen arrived in Chang’an from the Church of the
  East, and the Luminous Teaching — Jingjiao — was set down on the Xi’an stele in
  a Chinese that borrows freely from both Buddhist and Taoist tongues, speaking of the Triune One
  who is nameless and unchanging, who made all things by wu-wei, and who came in humility to save.
  It is the oldest surviving document in which all three of our lamps burn on one page.

  So the reader should understand that this book is not an experiment. It is a continuation.

  ☯   ✞   ✿





  Book One · Verses 1–37

  The Book of the Tao

  The Way itself: nameless, empty, prior to heaven and earth — and the manner of a person
  who has stopped arguing with it.





Verse 1

The Nameless Gate

The Tao that can be put into words is not the eternal Tao.

A name that can be named is not the eternal name.

Nameless, it is the origin of heaven and earth.

Named, it is the mother of all things.

Free from desire, you see the hidden mystery.

Full of desire, you see only what is visible.

Yet mystery and manifestation arise from the same source.

That source is darkness.

Darkness within darkness —

the gateway to all understanding.


☯The Taoist Seed

The book begins by dismantling its own instrument. Every name is a cut, and the first cut divides
the undivided. This is not a warning against speech but an instruction in how to hold it: use the
name to point, then let the name go. Notice that the nameless and the named are not two territories
but one gate seen from two sides. Desire does not blind you to the mystery — it simply fastens
your eye to the visible surface of it. Loosen the grip and the same world opens into depth. Darkness
here is not absence. It is the fertile obscurity from which everything comes, and the deeper darkness
within it is where understanding begins.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

“In the beginning was the Word” — and yet the Church that treasures that
sentence has always insisted that God Himself is beyond every word spoken about Him. This is the
apophatic way. Moses does not meet God in the light on Sinai but in the thick darkness where God is,
and Gregory of Nyssa calls that darkness the truest seeing. Dionysius teaches that we approach by
unsaying. Gregory Palamas gives it precision: the divine essence is forever unknowable, while the
divine energies are truly known and truly shared. So the Name given at the burning bush refuses to
be a name at all — I AM WHO I AM — and the gate of understanding opens exactly where our
definitions fail.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Buddha was asked whether the world is eternal, whether the liberated one exists after death,
and he set the questions aside — not from ignorance but because the questions were built out of
the very habit that binds us. Nagarjuna names it: conceptual proliferation, the mind spinning names
into worlds and then living inside them. Ultimate truth is not another object hidden behind the
first; it is the way things already are when the naming stops. The Dharma is a raft for crossing, not
a shore to build on. Hold even this teaching lightly, and you have understood the first verse.




The Abbey’s PracticeBefore you name the first thing you see tomorrow, look at it once without naming it.





Verse 2

How Opposites Are Born

When everyone recognizes beauty as beautiful,

ugliness is already there.

When everyone recognizes goodness as good,

evil is already there.

Being and non-being create each other.

Difficult and easy support each other.

Long and short define each other.

High and low depend on each other.

Sound and silence harmonize with each other.

Before and after follow each other.

The wise person acts without effort

and teaches without words.

Things arise, and they let them come.

Things disappear, and they let them go.

They have, but do not possess.

They act, but do not lean on results.

When the work is done, it is forgotten.

That is why it lasts forever.


☯The Taoist Seed

Opposites are not enemies; they are twins born in the same instant. The moment a standard of
beauty is agreed upon, ugliness is manufactured to keep it company. This is why the sage is cautious
about proclaiming values: every proclamation creates its own shadow and then must police it. Wu-wei
follows directly. If you do not set yourself against the grain of things, you do not have to force
them, and what you build does not require your constant defense. The last line is the whole
teaching: the work lasts because it is forgotten. Nothing is holding it up but its own
rightness.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Consider the lilies: they neither toil nor spin, and Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like
one of them. Christ’s counsel is the same counsel — do the good, then do not stand beside
it admiring. Let not your left hand know what your right hand is doing. The fathers of the desert
made this a discipline: a virtue that is watched is already half spoiled, and the monk who
successfully hides his fasting has kept it twice. “My peace I give you, not as the world
gives” — the world’s peace leans on results and collapses with them. The
saint’s work outlasts the saint precisely because the saint let go of it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

This is dependent origination stated in six clean pairs. Nothing carries its identity inside
itself; long is long only beside short, and let the short thing go and the long thing vanishes with
it. To see this is to see emptiness, which is not a void but the openness of things that lets them
arise at all. The bodhisattva acts within these dualities without being captured by them, giving
without a giver, a gift, or a receiver in view. Merit clung to is merit spent. Merit forgotten
ripens.




The Abbey’s PracticeDo one good thing today that no one will ever be able to trace back to you.





Verse 3

Governing by Emptiness

Don’t exalt the gifted, so people won’t compete.

Don’t prize rare treasures, so people won’t steal.

Don’t display what is desirable, so the heart stays calm.

The sage governs by emptying the mind

and filling the belly,

weakening ambition and strengthening bones.

The people stay simple,

free from knowledge and craving.

The clever ones don’t dare to interfere.

Practice not-doing,

and everything falls into place.


☯The Taoist Seed

Most disorder is manufactured upstream. Competition is not native to the human heart; it is
produced by ranking. Theft follows the invention of treasure. Craving follows display. The sage
therefore governs by removing the provocations rather than by punishing the response. Empty the mind
and fill the belly is not contempt for thought — it is the correct order of care: attend to
what the body actually needs and stop feeding the appetite for status. Bones are strengthened while
ambition is weakened, and this is a single motion, not two. Take away the reason to grasp, and the
hand opens by itself.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Blessed are the poor in spirit — those who have let go of the inner inventory. Give us this
day our daily bread asks for the belly to be filled and nothing beyond; the manna that was hoarded
bred worms. The hesychast makes a method of this verse: the mind is drawn down into the heart and
emptied of images so that it can be filled with the uncreated light. Evagrius warned that the passion
for reputation is the last to die and outlives even the passion for food. Where the Gospel departs
from the palace counsel here is in its object: it is not the people who are to be kept simple by a
ruler, but the ruler who must become as a child.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Right livelihood, simplicity of requisites, and the guarding of the sense doors are the monastic
form of this verse. The Vinaya does not moralize about desire; it quietly removes the objects that
inflame it — the plain robe, the single bowl, the eyes cast down on the alms round. This is
not repression but engineering. Craving needs fuel, and the practice is to stop supplying it. The
last line is the Buddhist reading of the whole: when the fires are not fed, they go out on their own,
and nothing has to be done to the flame.




The Abbey’s PracticeRemove one object from your room whose only work is to be admired.





Verse 4

The Bowl That Never Empties

The Tao is like an empty bowl,

yet it may be drawn from

and never needs to be refilled.

It is bottomless —

the ancestor of all things.

It blunts sharp edges,

untangles knots,

softens glare,

and merges with dust.

Deep and quiet, it seems to exist forever.

I do not know whose child it is.

It appeared before the first moment.


☯The Taoist Seed

The bowl gives because it is empty; a full bowl can only be carried. Emptiness here is capacity,
not lack, and it is inexhaustible because it was never a stock of anything to begin with. Then come
four verbs that will return again and again in this book: blunt, untangle, soften, merge. They
describe what the Tao does to a person who lives near it. Sharpness dulls, knots loosen, glare
dims, and one becomes ordinary enough to move among people without friction. To merge with the dust
is not defeat. It is the last and hardest attainment.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He emptied Himself, taking the form of a servant. Kenosis is the Christian name for the bowl,
and it is scandalous: the fullness of God is disclosed by pouring out, not by holding. Christ blunts
the sharp edge of the sword in Gethsemane, unties the knot of the debt in the parable of the
forgiven servant, veils the glare of Tabor so the disciples can survive it, and merges with the dust
so completely that He is taken for a gardener. The fathers add the strange corollary: the more a
soul empties itself, the more it can hold, and the vessel is never filled because it is always being
enlarged.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Sunyata is exactly this bowl — empty of self-existence, and therefore endlessly generous.
The Heart Sutra’s form-is-emptiness is not a subtraction from the world but the reason the
world can appear at all. And the bodhisattva takes the last line as a vow: rather than rising out of
the dust into a private peace, she remains in it, dimming her own light so that beings are not
frightened by it. The Vimalakirti Sutra makes the point sharply — the layman in the marketplace
is the deeper teacher, because his attainment leaves no trace.




The Abbey’s PracticeFind the sharpest thing you said this week and say the next version of it more softly.





Verse 5

The Bellows Between Heaven and Earth

Heaven and earth are not sentimental;

they treat all things as straw dogs.

The wise are not sentimental;

they treat everyone as straw dogs.

The space between heaven and earth is like a bellows:

empty, yet never exhausted.

The more it moves, the more it gives.

Talking too much gets you nowhere.

Hold fast to the center.


☯The Taoist Seed

Straw dogs were made for the sacrifice, honored while the rite lasted, and swept away after
— not out of cruelty, but because their moment was complete. Heaven and earth do not play
favorites; the rain does not check who planted the field. The sage’s impartiality is of the
same kind, and it is a warmer thing than it sounds: sentimentality attaches to some and therefore
neglects the rest, while this evenness leaves no one out. Between heaven and earth is the bellows,
which produces more the more it is worked because it holds nothing back for itself. Then a warning
about words, and a single instruction: hold the center.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust
— and then, astonishingly, He commands us to do the same, and calls that perfection. Divine
impartiality is not coldness; it is love that has stopped grading. In prayer the same restraint
applies: do not heap up empty phrases, for your Father knows what you need before you ask. The
hesychast fathers reduce this to one short prayer repeated until words fall away, and they too give
the final instruction of this verse — keep the mind gathered in the heart, the center, and do
not let it wander out through the senses.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Metta is boundless precisely because it is not preferential. The instruction is to radiate
loving-kindness to the friend, the neutral person, and the enemy until the three are
indistinguishable in the heart — and the near enemy of metta is sentimental attachment, which
loves the pleasant and quietly excludes the rest. Equanimity is not indifference; it is love with
the favoritism removed. And the last line is the sitting itself: noble silence, the breath moving
like the bellows, the mind returned again and again to the center without commentary.




The Abbey’s PracticeSay a silent good wish for someone you dislike, using exactly the words you would use for someone you love.





Verse 6

The Valley Spirit

The valley spirit never dies.

It is the hidden female, the dark mother.

The gate of the dark female

is the root of heaven and earth.

It is always there, softly nourishing.

Use it, and it never runs dry.


☯The Taoist Seed

Six lines, and they are the oldest-sounding in the book. The valley is the shape of receptivity:
low, open, hollow, and therefore always full of water. The dark female is not a goddess to be
worshipped but the generative principle itself — the yin that bears without effort and never
depletes because it does not strive. Inner alchemy took this verse as a map of the body, locating the
gate in the lower field of cinnabar and drawing breath down to it. Whatever the reading, the promise
is the same: what is soft and low and hidden does not run out.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The East sings to the Theotokos as the womb more spacious than the heavens, the one who contained
the Uncontainable. She says almost nothing in the Gospels; her whole theology is a single yielding
sentence, let it be to me according to your word, and from that low valley the Word takes
flesh. The Church calls her the Life-Giving Spring and paints her with her hands open, never
grasping. Here the Orthodox note is essential: this is not an abstract principle but a person, and
the Abbey venerates her under that name and under the name of Guanyin without confusion.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Prajnaparamita is called the Mother of All Buddhas — not one buddha among others, but the
womb from which every awakening is born. The tathagatagarbha teaching uses the same image: an
inexhaustible ground already present in every being, requiring no manufacture, only uncovering.
Guanyin descends from this line, the perfection of wisdom turned toward the world as mercy that hears
every cry. Drawn on for a thousand years, the spring is not lower by a finger’s width.




The Abbey’s PracticeSit for five minutes with the breath resting low in the belly, and receive rather than pursue it.





Verse 7

Why Heaven Endures

Heaven is everlasting and earth endures.

Why do they last?

Because they do not live for themselves.

That is why they live forever.

The sage stays behind, and so is ahead.

They are detached, and so are preserved.

Is it not because they have no self-interest

that their true self is fulfilled?


☯The Taoist Seed

Heaven and earth are held up as the great example of endurance, and the reason given is almost
comic in its simplicity: they are not trying to get anything. Self-interest is exhausting; it
requires constant maintenance of a boundary, and boundaries wear out. The sage imitates this by a
practical reversal — stepping back in the line, declining the front seat — and finds
himself carried forward anyway. Note the last line carefully. This is not the abolition of the self
but its completion. What is put down is the small anxious self; what is fulfilled is the true
one.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Whoever seeks to save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.
The Gospel makes the paradox sharper than the Tao does, because it runs the whole distance to the
cross — kenosis is not a strategy for enduring but a death, and resurrection is not the
strategy’s payoff but God’s free answer to it. Yet the shape is identical, and the
fathers knew it: the more a man empties himself of self-will, the more truly he becomes himself.
Theosis is not the erasure of the person. It is the person finally unobstructed.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Here the whisper is a correction, gently offered. Where the Tao says the true self is fulfilled,
the Dharma says: look closely and find no self to fulfill — and discover that this is the very
freedom the verse is describing. The bodhisattva postpones her own final peace for the sake of all
beings, which appears to be the greatest possible self-sacrifice, until you notice she has no self
left to sacrifice. What remains is compassion without a center, which is why it does not tire and
does not run out.




The Abbey’s PracticeLet someone go before you today — in a doorway, in a line, in an argument.





Verse 8

The Goodness of Water

The highest goodness is like water.

Water benefits all things without striving.

It settles in places people avoid,

so it is close to the Tao.

In dwelling, live close to the ground.

In thinking, keep it simple.

In conflict, be fair and generous.

In governing, don’t try to control.

In work, do what you enjoy.

In family life, be present.

When you don’t compete,

you are without blame.


☯The Taoist Seed

Water is the book’s favorite teacher, and this is its clearest lesson. It benefits
everything and argues with nothing; it goes down where no one wants to go and is therefore near the
Tao, which is also found low. Then the verse becomes unexpectedly practical — a short rule of
life covering house, mind, quarrel, office, work, and family. Nothing mystical is asked. Live near
the ground, think plainly, be generous when wronged, govern without gripping, do work you can love,
and be actually present with your people. The reward is not victory but blamelessness, which lasts
longer.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He rose from supper, laid aside His garments, took a towel, and washed their feet — the
Master doing the slave’s work with water, in the lowest possible posture, on the last night.
The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve. The meek inherit the earth, not by taking it. And
the Orthodox reading adds the sacramental note: water is the element of baptism, of the blessing of
the Jordan at Theophany, of the holy water carried home and sprinkled on the fields and the animals.
Grace behaves like water in this tradition. It always runs downhill, toward the lowest and the
neediest.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Compassion is water: it takes the shape of whatever suffering it meets and it does not choose its
vessel. The Buddha compared his teaching to the great ocean, which has one taste throughout, the
taste of liberation, and which receives every river without asking its name. Water also teaches
patience — it does not fight the stone, and the stone gives way anyway. And it purifies without
condemning: it does not lecture the dirt, it simply carries it off.




The Abbey’s PracticeDo one piece of work today that is beneath your position and do it well.





Verse 9

Knowing When to Stop Pouring

Fill a bowl to the brim, and it will spill.

Keep sharpening a blade, and it will soon blunt.

Amass gold and jade, and no one can guard it.

Claim wealth and titles, and disaster will follow.

Retire when the work is done.

That is heaven’s way.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four images of excess, each one a thing that destroys itself by going a little too far. The bowl
does not spill because it was filled; it spills because it was filled to the brim. The blade does not
blunt from sharpening but from over-sharpening. Every process has a natural completion, and the whole
skill of living is recognizing it slightly early rather than slightly late. The closing line applies
this to a career and a life: withdraw when the work is finished. Heaven does not hold the summer past
its season.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and thieves break in
— the guarding problem, exactly as the verse states it. The rich fool builds bigger barns and
is asked for his soul that same night. John the Baptist gives the cleanest instance of the last line:
He must increase, but I must decrease, spoken by a man at the height of his influence, who then
steps aside without bitterness. The fathers call the underlying passion philargyria, the love
of having, and note that it is the only passion that grows stronger the more it is fed.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Contentment is the greatest wealth, says the Dhammapada, and the reason is structural rather than
moral: accumulation cannot succeed, because impermanence unmakes every pile. The householder is not
told to be poor but to hold lightly, and the monk is given a bowl small enough that hoarding is
absurd. Non-attachment to the fruit of action completes the teaching — finish the work,
release it, and walk on. The one who knows the right moment to stop has already stopped
grasping.




The Abbey’s PracticeLeave one thing today at ninety percent, and notice that it was already enough.





Verse 10

Can You Hold the One?

Can you coax body and soul into one, never to separate?

Can you soften your breath until you are as gentle as a newborn?

Can you clean the inner mirror until it is spotless?

Can you love the people and govern without interfering?

Can you open and close the gates of heaven like a woman?

Can you see clearly through the four directions without thought?

Give birth to it, and nourish it.

Give birth, but don’t own.

Act, but don’t depend.

Lead, but don’t rule.

This is the deep, quiet power.


☯The Taoist Seed

Six questions, asked and left unanswered, because they are not riddles but examinations —
the master is checking the student’s work. Each names a real practice: unify body and spirit so
they stop pulling apart, refine the breath until it is as soft as an infant’s, polish the
mirror of the mind until nothing distorts what it reflects, love without meddling, receive and
release like the opening and closing of a gate, know without straining to think. Then four lines
that will be repeated at verse fifty-one, because they are the summary of the whole book. Give birth
without owning. That is de, the deep quiet power.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Unless you turn and become like little children you will never enter the kingdom — and the
softened breath of the newborn is not a metaphor to the hesychast, who joins the Jesus Prayer to a
slow breath drawn down into the heart. The mirror is the fathers’ standing image for the
nous: cleanse it of the passions, they say, and it reflects God without effort, for blessed
are the pure in heart, they shall see God. And the four closing lines are the whole ascetic
correction of love. A parent, a bishop, a teacher who owns what they have given has already lost
it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

These are the stages of meditation set as questions. Anapanasati begins with the breath
lengthening and softening until the body itself calms; the mind grows workable; and the luminous
mind, the suttas say, is defiled only by adventitious defilements — polish, and it shines,
because the shining was never added. Seeing through the four directions without thought is the
knowing that does not require a knower stationed behind it. And the closing lines are the perfection
of giving: no giver, no gift, no receiver.




The Abbey’s PracticeGive something away today and refuse, inwardly, to keep any share of the credit.





Verse 11

The Usefulness of What Is Not

Thirty spokes share a wheel’s hub;

it is the hole that makes it useful.

Shape clay into a pot;

it is the emptiness inside that is useful.

Cut doors and windows for a room;

the openings make it useful.

So profit comes from what is,

and usefulness from what is not.


☯The Taoist Seed

Three household objects, and in each one the working part is the absence. Nobody buys the hole in
the hub, yet without it the cart does not roll. The potter is paid for the clay and the customer
carries home the emptiness. The distinction in the final couplet is exact: what exists gives you
something to hold, and what does not exist gives you somewhere to put it. Apply this to a day, a
conversation, a house, a life. The substance is what you have accumulated. The usefulness is the
space you left.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Poverty of spirit is the hollow in the vessel: God fills the empty and sends the rich away empty,
which is only apparently a paradox, since the rich arrived with no room. The fathers put the whole
ascetic program in this shape — fasting, silence, vigil, and solitude add nothing to a soul;
they hollow it out so that grace has somewhere to enter. The Sabbath is a hole cut deliberately in
the week, and the cell is a hole cut in the world. And the temple’s holy of holies contained,
famously, nothing at all.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

This is the plainest illustration of emptiness in any tradition. Sunyata is not a substance behind
things and not the denial of things; it is the openness that lets them function. A cup empty of
self-existence is a cup that can hold tea. Nagarjuna argues the same point at length and never says
it better: because everything is empty, everything works. If things carried fixed essences inside
themselves, nothing could ever change, grow, be healed, or wake up.




The Abbey’s PracticeLeave one hour of tomorrow deliberately unscheduled and do not fill it.





Verse 12

The Belly and the Eye

Too many colors blind the eye.

Too many sounds deafen the ear.

Too many flavors dull the taste.

Too much hunting and chasing drives you crazy.

Rare goods lure you into harm.

The sage cares for the belly, not the eye.

They let go of that and choose this.


☯The Taoist Seed

Overstimulation is not pleasure; it is anaesthesia. The eye flooded with color stops seeing, the
tongue chasing flavors stops tasting, and the hunter galloping after the chase loses the mind he
started with. The belly is the honest organ: it knows when it is full and stops. The eye never
does. So the sage chooses the appetite that can be satisfied over the appetite that cannot, and the
last line is one of the book’s recurring gestures — not a balance of both, but a
choosing. Let go of that. Take this.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The eye is the lamp of the body: if your eye is single, your whole body is full of light, but if
it is divided, how great is that darkness. Do not be anxious about what you shall eat or drink or
wear. The desert fathers called the disorder of the eye periergia, restless curiosity, and
treated it as a serious illness — the monk who wanders with his eyes will soon wander with his
feet. Their prescription was the same as the verse’s: plain food, plain clothing, one place,
one prayer, and a deliberate poverty of stimulation.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Guarding the sense doors is a foundational training, not an advanced one. The instruction is
precise: on seeing a form, do not grasp at its signs and features, for through that opening
covetousness and grief flow in. Moderation in eating comes next in the same list, and for the same
reason. This is not hatred of the senses. It is the recognition that a mind constantly stirred cannot
settle, and an unsettled mind sees nothing as it is.




The Abbey’s PracticeEat one meal today with nothing to look at, listen to, or read.





Verse 13

Favor and Disgrace

Favor and disgrace are like a startled body.

Honor and great suffering are your own self.

What does it mean, “Favor and disgrace are like a startled body”?

Favor lifts you up; disgrace brings you down.

Receiving it startles you, losing it startles you.

That is what it means.

What does it mean, “Honor and great suffering are your own self”?

The reason I have great suffering

is that I have a self.

If I had no self,

what suffering would I have?

So one who values the world as their own self

can be trusted with the world.

One who loves the world as their own self

can be given charge of the world.


☯The Taoist Seed

Notice that favor is listed as a disturbance alongside disgrace, and startles you just as badly.
Praise and blame are the same hand on the same nerve; the flinch is identical. The verse then locates
the nerve. Trouble is possible because there is a self for trouble to happen to, and the size of the
suffering is exactly the size of the self being defended. Then the turn that Taoism makes and few
notice: the cure is not to shrink the self to nothing but to widen it until it is the size of the
world — and such a person can safely be handed the world, because they will treat it as their
own body.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you — count it all joy. Paul reaches the
root: I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. That
is the Christian version of having nothing left to startle. The fathers are equally severe about
praise, warning that flattery wounds the soul more reliably than insult, and Abba Macarius told a
brother to go and revile the tombs, then to praise them, and asked what the dead had answered.
Learn, he said, to be as those.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Here is the heart of it, and the verse says it almost in the Buddha’s own words: suffering
exists because a self is being maintained. The eight worldly winds — gain and loss, fame and
disrepute, praise and blame, pleasure and pain — blow constantly, and the practice is not to
build a better shelter but to stop being a sail. And the widening in the last lines is the
bodhisattva’s: when the boundary of self is gone, caring for the world and caring for oneself
are no longer two different activities.




The Abbey’s PracticeReceive the next compliment you are given without adjusting yourself, inwardly, to fit it.





Verse 14

The Form of the Formless

Look, and it cannot be seen — it is beyond form.

Listen, and it cannot be heard — it is beyond sound.

Reach for it, and it cannot be held — it is beyond substance.

These three are beyond inquiry,

so they merge into one.

Above it is not bright; below it is not dark.

Endless, unnameable, it returns to nothingness.

This is called the shape of the shapeless,

the form of the formless.

This is the elusive.

Meet it, and you don’t see its face.

Follow it, and you don’t see its back.

Grasp the ancient Tao

to move through this present moment.

Knowing the ancient beginning

is the thread of the Tao.


☯The Taoist Seed

Three senses are sent out and three come back empty, and the failure of all three is precisely the
evidence: what no sense can divide must be one. The verse then holds together two things our minds
want to separate. The Tao is utterly ancient, before the first moment, and it is entirely available
right now, in this present moment — and the second is reached by taking hold of the first. The
last word is the important one. A thread: not a doctrine, not a possession, but something thin and
continuous that you can follow with your hands in the dark.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

No one has ever seen God. He dwells in unapproachable light. The wind blows where it wills and you
hear the sound of it but do not know where it comes from or where it goes. And Moses, asking to see
the glory, is told that he may not see the face and is hidden in the cleft of the rock to see only
the back — the very gesture the verse describes twice over. Yet the Word became flesh and we
beheld His glory. Orthodoxy holds both without resolving them: the essence unseen forever, the
energies genuinely met, the thread running from the ancient beginning into this hour.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Dharmakaya is not a thing among things and cannot be located by looking, listening, or
grasping; whoever sees me by form, says the Diamond Sutra, has taken the wrong road. The unborn,
unmade, unconditioned is spoken of only by negation, exactly as here. And the last line is the
Buddhist emphasis: this is not a distant origin to be researched but the ground of the present
moment. Practice is the thread — mindfulness, continuous and thin, followed hand over hand
through an unlit room.




The Abbey’s PracticeName one thing you are certain of about the Divine, then set the certainty down for a day and see what remains.





Verse 15

The Ancient Masters

The ancient masters were deep and subtle.

Their wisdom was unfathomable.

There is no way to describe it;

all we can do is picture their appearance.

They were careful, as if crossing a frozen stream.

Alert, as if aware of danger on all sides.

Courteous, like a guest.

Yielding, like melting ice.

Simple, like uncarved wood.

Open, like a valley.

Murky, like muddy water.

Who can settle the mud until it slowly clears?

Who can remain still until the right action arises by itself?

Those who hold this Tao do not seek to be full.

Because they are not full,

they can be worn and yet, newly made.


☯The Taoist Seed

Since their inner state cannot be described, we are given their bearing instead — seven
similes, all of them physical, all of them observable from across a room. What is striking is that
the masters are murky. They are not luminous, certain, or impressive; they look like muddy water,
because clarity that is forced is only cleverness. Then the two questions that are the real
teaching, and both of them are about waiting: can you let the mud settle rather than stirring it
clear, and can you stay still until the right action stands up on its own? Emptiness is what allows
renewal; a full cup can only get staler.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Blessed are the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, the peacemakers — the Beatitudes
are also a portrait rather than a doctrine, describing a bearing you could recognize. Watchfulness,
nepsis, is precisely the alertness of one crossing thin ice; the Philokalia is largely a
manual for it. And the waiting is the hardest Christian discipline: they that wait upon the Lord
shall renew their strength. The staretz answers slowly, or not at all, and the pilgrim who arrives
demanding a word is told to sit in the guest house until the water clears.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The forest pool is the classic simile: stir it and you see nothing, let it stand and you can count
the stones on the bottom — and no amount of effort applied to the water will hurry this. The
five hindrances are described as things that muddy water, and their removal is not an achievement but
a settling. As for the second question, right action arising by itself is not passivity: it is the
response that comes when the mind has stopped rehearsing itself, and it is invariably faster and
kinder than the one we would have planned.




The Abbey’s PracticeThe next time you are asked something difficult, wait three full breaths before answering.





Verse 16

Returning to the Root

Empty yourself completely.

Hold on to stillness.

The ten thousand things rise and flourish,

then return to the source.

Returning to the source is stillness,

which is the way of nature.

The way of nature is constant.

Knowing constancy is insight.

Not knowing constancy leads to disaster.

Knowing constancy, the mind is open.

With an open mind, you are impartial.

Being impartial, you are kingly.

Being kingly, you are in tune with heaven.

Being in tune with heaven, you are one with the Tao.

Being one with the Tao, you endure.

Your body may die, but you are never gone.


☯The Taoist Seed

Two commands, then a description of what you will see once you obey them: everything that rises
comes home. Growth is not the story; the round trip is. To know this constancy is insight, and to
miss it is the source of most human catastrophe, because a person who believes rising is permanent
will act insanely to defend it. The verse then climbs a ladder of consequences — openness,
impartiality, kingliness, harmony with heaven, union with the Tao — and ends with the promise
that has kept Taoists reading it for two thousand years. The body ends. You do not.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Be still, and know that I am God. In returning and rest you shall be saved; in quietness and
confidence shall be your strength. Hesychia takes its name from exactly this stillness, and
it is not the absence of activity but the presence of God in the quieted heart. Dust you are, and to
dust you shall return — and the Church sings that at every funeral without despair, because it
sings it next to the other line: whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live. The body
ends. The person is not lost.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

All formations are impermanent — and knowing this, the suttas say, is the beginning of the
path, while not knowing it is the definition of ignorance and the engine of every disaster we make.
Nirvana is called the stilling of formations, the deathless, and it is described in terms almost
identical to this verse: peaceful, sublime, the letting go of all acquisitions. Yet the whisper adds
its usual precision about the last line. What endures is not a hidden individual, but nothing is lost
either — and the argument over how to say that has never been settled, which is perhaps as it
should be.




The Abbey’s PracticeWatch one thing today complete itself and end — a candle, a task, a conversation — without hurrying it or extending it.





Verse 17

The Ruler Barely Known

The best ruler is barely known to the people.

The next best, they love and praise.

The next, they fear.

The next, they despise.

When trust is insufficient,

there will be no trust.

Hesitate, and then choose words carefully.

When the work is done, the people say,

“We did it ourselves.”


☯The Taoist Seed

Four grades of authority, ranked in an order that will offend every ambitious person: beloved is
only second. The best ruler is barely noticed, because the work is done through people rather than to
them, and the sign of success is that they take the credit and mean it. The middle couplet is a
warning about the mechanics of trust — it is not a feeling but an account, and a ruler who
spends more than he has deposited will find the people have no more to give. Hence the counsel about
words: hesitate, then speak carefully. Cheap speech is how the account is drained.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The kingdom of God does not come with observation; it is within you and among you, growing like
seed scattered while the sower sleeps, leavening the whole lump invisibly. The rulers of the
Gentiles lord it over them, He says — it shall not be so among you. And the Orthodox instinct
runs the same way: the elder who is truly a father gives so little advice that the disciple believes
he arrived at everything himself, which is the point. God’s own governance is described this
way throughout Scripture, working through a slow providence that leaves human freedom entirely
intact.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The teaching is a finger pointing at the moon, and the good teacher makes himself unnecessary as
fast as possible. Be lamps unto yourselves, the Buddha said at the end — not out of modesty but
because awakening cannot be installed from outside, and any student who is still leaning has not yet
stood. The best Dharma teaching leaves the student with the accurate impression that they saw it for
themselves. They did.




The Abbey’s PracticeHelp someone today in a way that lets them believe, honestly, that they solved it.





Verse 18

When the Great Tao Is Forgotten

When the great Tao is forgotten,

kindness and morality appear.

When cleverness and knowledge arise,

great hypocrisy follows.

When family ties lose their harmony,

filial piety and parental devotion appear.

When the country is chaotic and divided,

loyal ministers appear.


☯The Taoist Seed

This is not an attack on kindness. It is a diagnosis. Virtues become visible, get names, and
require praise only when the thing they were describing has stopped happening by itself. A household
where affection flows does not discuss filial piety; the word appears when the affection has thinned
and something must be enforced in its place. The famous minister is the symptom of a failing state,
not its cure. The verse asks a hard question of every moral campaign: are we cultivating this virtue,
or advertising the loss of it?


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. Paul makes the same
diagnosis in the same order: the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless, and it
functions as a tutor until the Spirit comes and writes on the heart what the tablet had to say aloud.
The letter kills; the Spirit gives life. And the Gospel’s sharpest scorn is reserved not for
the openly wicked but for a moral apparatus that has outlived its inner life — whitewashed
tombs, clean on the outside.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The precepts are a raft, taken up for crossing and not for carrying on the head afterward. Sila is
indispensable at the beginning and becomes effortless at the end, when non-harming is no longer a
rule being kept but simply what a person is. The fetter called attachment to rites and rules is
listed among the very first to be broken — not because the rules were wrong, but because
gripping them replaces the thing they were pointing at. Compassion that has to remind itself to be
compassionate has not finished.




The Abbey’s PracticeNotice one rule you keep out of habit, and ask what it was originally protecting.





Verse 19

Return to the Uncarved

Drop holiness, discard cleverness,

and people will benefit a hundredfold.

Drop kindness, discard morality,

and people will return to natural love.

Drop skill, discard profit,

and thieves will vanish.

These three are surface decorations, not enough.

So let them hold onto something simple:

see the plain, embrace the uncarved,

lessen selfishness, diminish desires.


☯The Taoist Seed

The previous verse diagnosed; this one prescribes, and the prescription is subtraction. What is
being dropped is not goodness but the performance of goodness — holiness as a title, kindness
as a policy, skill as a route to profit. Remove the ornament and what it was covering comes back on
its own, which is why the promise is that people will return to natural love rather than
acquire it. The three positive instructions are the smallest possible: see plainly, stay uncarved,
want less. The uncarved block is Taoism’s great image of a thing still able to become anything
because nothing has yet been cut away from it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve, your minds may be led away from the simplicity that
is in Christ. Paul’s word is haplotes, singleness — the undivided condition of a
soul that is not running two accounts. Unless you become like children. The desert tradition treats
sophistication as a spiritual disease and prizes the monk who has one thought instead of many; when
the brothers argued about scripture, Abba Anthony’s answer was usually shorter than the
question. Beware the holiness that can be seen from the road: they have their reward already.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Beginner’s mind is the uncarved block in another language: in the expert’s mind there
are few possibilities, in the beginner’s there are many. Zen goes further and drops the
apparatus itself — no attainment, nothing to attain, and the monk who has become impressive is
told to go wash his bowl. Diminishing desires is not stated here as an ideal but as a method, and
the order matters: fewer desires first, and the natural kindness that was always underneath rises on
its own.




The Abbey’s PracticeSay something true today in the plainest words you have, with nothing added to make you sound wise.





Verse 20

The Fool Who Nurses at the Mother

Give up learning, and be free from worries.

How much difference is there between yes and no?

How much difference between good and evil?

What others fear, must I also fear?

How absurd — this dullness!

Everyone else is joyous, as if at a great feast,

or climbing a tower in spring.

I alone am quiet, adrift, like a child who has not yet smiled.

Weary, like someone with no home.

Everyone else has more than enough.

I alone seem to have lost everything.

My mind is that of a fool — so empty.

Other people are bright and sharp;

I alone am dull and murky.

Other people are clever and sure;

I alone am drifting, drifting like the sea,

blown here and there without direction.

Everyone else has a purpose;

I alone am stubborn and rustic.

I am different from others

in that I nurse from the Great Mother.


☯The Taoist Seed

The only verse in the book written in the first person, and the loneliest page in Chinese
literature. The master does not describe attainment; he describes what attainment costs. Everyone
else is at the spring festival, sure of themselves, well fed and full of purpose, and he is adrift
like an infant too young to smile, homeless, dull, murky, with nothing to show. He does not pretend
this is comfortable. And then the last line, which changes everything and explains nothing: the
difference is not that he is wiser, but that he is still nursing at the source. He has never been
weaned.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; the apostles were seen as unlearned and
ordinary men. The Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head — the homelessness in this verse is
literal in the Gospels. Orthodoxy alone among the Christian traditions has a canonized office for
this condition: the yurodivy, the holy fool, who wanders half-clothed through Moscow talking
nonsense and is the one person the Tsar is afraid of. Behind that vocation lies the same nursing
image, for Paul feeds the Corinthians with milk because they are not ready for solid food.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The mahasiddhas were beggars, madmen, and cowherds; Ryokan played ball with children and let a
thief take everything he owned. Crazy wisdom is not a style but a symptom — a person who has
genuinely put down the eight worldly winds will look, from inside the wind, like someone who has
lost. The verse also names a real stage on the path, the one after the old certainties have gone and
before anything has replaced them. The whisper here is only this: the drifting is not a mistake, and
you are not the first.




The Abbey’s PracticeLet yourself be thought foolish once today without correcting the record.





Verse 21

The Essence Within the Shadow

The greatest power is to follow the Tao alone.

The Tao is shadowy and indistinct.

Indistinct and shadowy,

yet within is a form.

Shadowy and indistinct,

yet within is a substance.

Deep and dark,

yet within is an essence.

This essence is absolutely real.

Within it is a knowing.

From ancient times until now,

its name has not been forgotten,

and through it all things begin.

How do I know the way of all beginnings?

By this.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four times the verse insists that the Tao is vague, and four times it finds something inside the
vagueness — a form, a substance, an essence, and finally a knowing. This is the answer to
anyone who mistakes emptiness for nothingness. The obscurity is not thin; it is dense. Inner alchemy
read jing here as the seminal essence and built its whole practice on the claim that this
subtle stuff is absolutely real and can be gathered. The last question and its two-word answer are
the book’s method in miniature: how do I know? By this — by looking at what is in front
of me.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, full of grace and truth
— the invisible taking a form without ceasing to be invisible. Christianity’s central
claim is that the darkness has an essence inside it, and that the essence has a face. The icon rests
on this: matter can carry the uncreated because the uncreated has already carried matter. And the
knowing within the essence is not ours — before you formed me in the womb you knew me, and now
I know in part, but then I shall know as I am known.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Tathagatagarbha: the buddha-womb, the awakened nature already present within every being, obscured
but never damaged. The sutras compare it to gold in ore, honey surrounded by bees, a treasure buried
under a poor man’s house — each time, something real inside something murky. Here the
whisper must be careful, because this teaching has been misread as a self more often than any other.
It is not a hidden owner. It is the fact that awakening is native, not manufactured, and that the
obscurity you are looking into is your own.




The Abbey’s PracticeLook at the person who most irritates you and locate the gold in the ore before you speak.





Verse 22

Yield and Become Whole

Yield, and become whole.

Bend, and become straight.

Be empty, and become full.

Be worn out, and become renewed.

Have little, and gain plenty.

Have much, and become confused.

The sage embraces the One

and becomes a model for the world.

Don’t show off, so you will shine.

Don’t be self-righteous, so you will be honored.

Don’t boast, so you will have merit.

Don’t be arrogant, so you will endure.

Because you don’t compete,

no one can compete with you.

The old saying, “Yield and become whole,”

is not an empty phrase.

True wholeness comes from returning.


☯The Taoist Seed

Six reversals, and each one is an observation before it is a virtue: the tree that bends survives
the storm the rigid tree does not, and the worn field left fallow comes back. Then four instructions
in the same shape, all concerning the ego’s display, and all promising that the desired thing
arrives only when the pursuit of it is dropped. The closing line about competition is one of the
book’s hardest sayings, because it is not advice about winning — a person who has left
the contest entirely cannot be defeated in it, since there is no longer anything of theirs on the
board.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. Whoever would be first among you must be
last of all and servant of all. Take my yoke upon you, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you
will find rest — a yoke is the very image of yielding, and the promise attached to it is rest.
And the final line has a Greek name in this tradition: metanoia, usually translated
repentance, but literally a turning of the mind, a coming back. Wholeness is not achieved forward.
It is regained by returning.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Kshanti, the perfection of patience, is precisely the strength to bend, and the Bodhicaryavatara
argues for it on practical grounds: you cannot cover the earth in leather, so wear sandals —
you cannot subdue every enemy, so subdue anger. Non-contention is skillful means, not surrender.
And the last line reads naturally in the Dharma as well: awakening is not the addition of something
new but the return to what was never lost, which is why the tradition speaks of uncovering,
recognizing, and remembering rather than of building.




The Abbey’s PracticeConcede one small point today that you could easily have won.





Verse 23

Nature Says Few Words

Nature says few words.

A whirlwind doesn’t last all morning.

A downpour doesn’t last all day.

Where do they come from?

From heaven and earth.

If heaven and earth cannot make things last long,

how much less can human beings?

Therefore, in everything you do,

when you follow the Tao, you become one with the Tao.

When you follow power, you become one with power.

When you follow loss, you become one with loss.

Become one with the Tao,

and the Tao welcomes you.

Become one with power,

and power welcomes you.

Become one with loss,

and loss welcomes you.

When trust is insufficient,

there is no trust.


☯The Taoist Seed

Violence is short-winded. Even heaven and earth cannot sustain a storm past noon, so the human
being who is shouting today should not expect to be shouting next year. Then a plain law of
formation, stated three times without moralizing: you become what you keep company with. Follow the
Tao and you are received by it; follow loss and loss receives you just as faithfully. The
universe’s hospitality is impartial and slightly terrifying. Whatever you practice, you are
practicing becoming.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

When you pray, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do, thinking they will be heard for
their many words. Not my will, but Yours, be done. Abide in me, and I in you — the same law of
becoming, stated as an invitation: the branch takes on the nature of the vine simply by remaining
attached to it. The fathers put the mechanics bluntly. You become like what you look at, so guard
what you look at; and the Jesus Prayer is prescribed not as many words but as one, repeated until it
prays itself.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Whatever a monk frequently thinks and ponders upon, that becomes the inclination of his mind
— the Buddha states this law as plainly as the verse does, and the whole of karma follows from
it. Habit is not what you did; it is what you are becoming. Right speech includes the discipline of
saying less, and noble silence is treated as a positive practice rather than an absence. The
impermanence of the storm is the standard consolation offered to anyone in the middle of one: this,
too, is a formation, and no formation lasts all morning.




The Abbey’s PracticeCount how many words you spend today defending yourself, and spend half as many tomorrow.





Verse 24

On Tiptoe

Stand on tiptoes and you are unsteady.

Stride wide and you cannot walk.

Those who show off don’t shine.

Those who are self-righteous aren’t respected.

Those who boast achieve nothing.

Those who are arrogant don’t last.

Measured by the Tao, these are like leftovers or sores,

which everyone despises.

So one who has the Tao does not dwell on them.


☯The Taoist Seed

Two images from the body, and both are exact. Standing on tiptoe does make you taller, for about
four seconds; striding wider does cover more ground per step, until you cannot walk at all. Every
form of self-promotion works briefly and then fails in the same way, by being unsustainable. The
language turns harsh at the end — leftover food and tumors, things people instinctively pull
away from — and the reason is that boasting produces a real physical recoil in the listener
that the boaster is always the last to notice.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted. The
Pharisee stands and prays with himself; the tax collector will not lift his eyes, and goes home
justified. When you give alms, do not sound a trumpet — let not your left hand know what your
right hand is doing. The fathers name this passion kenodoxia, vainglory, and they consider it
the subtlest of all, because it can attach itself to fasting, to humility, and even to the
successful renunciation of vainglory.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Conceit, mana, is one of the very last fetters to fall — and note what it includes:
not only I am better, but I am worse and I am equal, since all three are
measurements taken from the same fixed point. Even an arahant’s residual sense of I am
is treated as a subtle stain. Monastic training therefore removes the ordinary supports of display:
the same robe, the same bowl, seniority by rains rather than by merit, and a rule against announcing
one’s attainments.




The Abbey’s PracticeDelete the sentence you were about to add that would have made you look better.





Verse 25

Something Formless and Perfect

There was something formless and perfect

before the universe was born.

It is serene. Empty. Alone. Unchanging.

It moves endlessly, never wearing out.

It could be the mother of all things.

I do not know its name.

I call it Tao.

Forced to name it, I call it Great.

Great means it moves.

Moving means it goes far.

Going far means it returns.

Tao is great.

Heaven is great.

Earth is great.

The true king is also great.

These are the four great powers of the world,

and the king is one of them.

Humanity follows earth.

Earth follows heaven.

Heaven follows the Tao.

The Tao follows itself.


☯The Taoist Seed

The most cosmological verse in the book, and it is careful to admit its own uncertainty twice: I
do not know its name, and it could be the mother of all things. Tao is a placeholder, forced
out of a man who would rather have said nothing. Then the definition of greatness, which is not size
but a journey — going far and coming back, the same round trip that governs everything else in
the book. The closing ladder gives humanity its place: we follow the earth, which follows heaven,
which follows the Tao. And the Tao follows nothing but its own nature, which is the last word,
ziran — self-so, spontaneous, that which is what it is of itself.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

I AM WHO I AM. Before Abraham was, I am. Here Christianity and Taoism arrive at the same summit by
different roads: God is not caused, not derived, not following anything outside Himself — the
Greek fathers call this aseity, self-existence, and it is exactly what the last line asserts.
In the beginning was the Word, and all things were made through Him. The ordered ladder is familiar
too, though the Gospel adds one turn to it: the Son does only what He sees the Father doing, and by
that obedience the whole ladder is redeemed rather than merely arranged.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Here the whisper differs, and honestly. The Dharma declines to posit a formless perfection before
the universe, teaching instead dependent origination without a first cause — whether or not
Tathagatas arise, this element remains, the regularity of things. Yet the two traditions agree on
what matters practically: the law is not made by anyone, it follows only itself, and human beings
flourish by aligning with it rather than legislating it. Going far and returning is also the round
of samsara, and nirvana is what the returning finally opens onto.




The Abbey’s PracticeGo outside and follow the earth for ten minutes — walk at its pace, not yours.





Verse 26

The Heavy Is the Root

The heavy is the root of the light.

Stillness is the master of motion.

The wise leader travels all day

without leaving the baggage cart.

Though surrounded by glorious sights,

they stay quiet and detached.

Why should a lord of ten thousand chariots

treat the world lightly?

If you are light, you lose your root.

If you are restless, you lose your mastery.


☯The Taoist Seed

The image is a general on the march. The supply wagons are slow, unglamorous, and full of grain,
and the commander who rides ahead to see the sights has separated himself from what keeps his army
alive. Gravity, in both senses, is the root of lightness — you may move quickly only if
something heavy is holding your line. Applied inwardly, the baggage cart is whatever grounds you:
the practice, the discipline, the hour of stillness. Glorious sights are not condemned. The leader
simply does not leave the cart to go and look at them.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Martha, Martha, you are anxious and troubled about many things; one thing is needful, and Mary has
chosen the good portion. In quietness and in confidence shall be your strength. The fathers of the
desert gave the same counsel in the harder form: sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you
everything. The monk who travels from elder to elder collecting words is the man who has left the
baggage cart, and Amma Syncletica compared him to a hen that leaves the eggs to go and look at the
farmyard.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Samadhi is the heavy thing. Concentration gives the mind ballast, and without it insight is only
opinion moving quickly. The suttas describe the settled mind as steady, unshaken, like a rock in
wind, and the standard companion to restlessness in the list of hindrances is worry — they
arrive together and they leave together. Travel all day if you must; the practice is the cart, and
the instruction is simply not to let the day get between you and it.




The Abbey’s PracticeKeep tomorrow’s sitting or prayer even if the day turns interesting.





Verse 27

Leaving No Footprints

A good walker leaves no footprints.

A good speaker makes no slips.

A good calculator needs no counting sticks.

A good lock needs no key, yet it cannot be opened.

A good knot needs no rope, yet it cannot be undone.

The sage is always good at saving people,

so no one is cast aside.

They are good at saving things,

so nothing is wasted.

This is called hidden clarity.

Therefore, the good person is the teacher of the bad.

The bad person is the material the good work with.

If you don’t value the teacher,

or care for the material,

you will be lost, however clever you are.

This is the essential secret.


☯The Taoist Seed

Five images of mastery so complete that its apparatus has disappeared — the lock without a
key holds better than any lock, because there is nothing to pick. Then the same skill applied to
people: the sage saves everyone because he does not begin by sorting them, and wastes nothing
because he has not decided in advance what is useless. The last teaching is startling and should be
read slowly. The bad person is not the enemy of the good person; he is the material the good person
works with. Discard him and you have thrown away your own practice.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost, and gather up the fragments that remain, that
nothing be lost — said about barley loaves, and meant about people. The shepherd leaves the
ninety-nine. And this tradition takes the harder half of the verse seriously: love your enemies, for
if you love only those who love you, what reward have you? The fathers say the brother who irritates
you was sent as your physician, and Abba Zosima taught that whoever insults you is the one polishing
your soul.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The bodhisattva vow is unlimited by design: beings are numberless, I vow to save them all —
which is not optimism but a refusal to draw the line anywhere. Skillful means adapts the teaching to
each person and leaves no signature, the raft dissolving once the far shore is reached. And the
Tibetan mind-training texts say outright what this verse says: be grateful to the difficult person,
for without them patience cannot be cultivated, and there is no other way to obtain that
material.




The Abbey’s PracticeName the person you have written off, and treat them tomorrow as your assigned teacher.





Verse 28

Keep to the Female

Know the male,

yet keep to the female:

become a valley for the world.

Be the valley of the world,

and eternal power will not leave you,

and you will return to being a newborn child.

Know the white,

yet keep to the black:

be a pattern for the world.

Be the pattern of the world,

and power will not falter,

and you will return to the boundless.

Know honor,

yet keep to the humble:

become a valley for the world.

Be the valley of the world,

and power will be sufficient,

and you will return to uncarved wood.

When uncarved wood is cut, it becomes useful tools.

The sage uses it and becomes the chief official.

Thus the great carving does no cutting.


☯The Taoist Seed

Three times the same instruction, and it is not a rejection of the first term but a placement:
know the male, the white, the honored — be thoroughly acquainted with strength, clarity,
and status — and then take up residence in their opposites. This is what separates the sage
from the merely gentle person, who does not know the male at all. Each round ends in a return: to the
newborn, to the boundless, to the uncarved block. And the final line is one of the most beautiful in
the book. The greatest carving is done without cutting anything.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He who was in the form of God did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped — He
knew the male and kept to the female, in the exact sense of this verse. Learn from me, for I am
gentle and lowly in heart. Christ commands legions and does not call them; He is Lord and washes
feet. The apophatic tradition supplies the second pair as well: knowing the white, the theologians
keep to the black, and Gregory of Nyssa insists that the ascent into the divine darkness comes after
the light, not before it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The awakened mind is described as the union of wisdom and compassion, method and insight, and
Tibetan iconography draws that union as a figure that is neither one nor the other alone. The Middle
Way is not a midpoint between extremes but a freedom from being defined by either. As for the last
line, the tradition has an exact parallel: nirvana is not fabricated, and the buddha-nature is not
manufactured by practice — the great carving removes nothing that was actually there.




The Abbey’s PracticeIn the next situation where you clearly have the upper hand, decline to use it.





Verse 29

The Sacred Vessel

Do you want to take over the world and change it?

I don’t think you can succeed.

The world is a sacred vessel, not to be interfered with.

Interfere with it, and you will ruin it.

Grasp it, and you will lose it.

Sometimes things go ahead, sometimes they follow.

Sometimes breathing is hard, sometimes easy.

Sometimes there is strength, sometimes weakness.

Sometimes there is rising up, sometimes falling down.

The sage avoids extremes, avoids excess, avoids extravagance.


☯The Taoist Seed

The world is called a sacred vessel — a ritual bronze, thin-walled and irreplaceable, which
you may certainly pick up and will certainly drop. The two verbs are precise: interfere and it is
ruined, grasp and it is lost, and the second is worse because the loss is caused by the very tightness
of the hold. Then a list of oscillations offered without comment, since the point is that they are
normal and not a problem to be solved. The remedy is the three avoidances. Not passivity —
proportion.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

My kingdom is not of this world; if it were, my servants would fight. The devil offers all the
kingdoms of the world from a high mountain, and the offer is refused — the first temptation is
always to seize the vessel for a good reason. The rich young ruler goes away sorrowful because he
cannot ungrasp. And the parable of the wheat and the tares is this verse exactly: let both grow
together until the harvest, lest in gathering the weeds you uproot the wheat along with them. The
Church has broken the vessel every time it forgot that line.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Middle Way was found by a man who had tried both extremes thoroughly — the palace and
the six years of starving — and it is described in the first sermon as the avoidance of two
excesses. Craving for becoming, bhava-tanha, is the specific thirst behind the wish to remake
the world, and it is listed among the causes of suffering rather than among its cures. Equanimity
before the oscillations is not indifference to them; it is the only stance from which one can help
without adding to the wobble.




The Abbey’s PracticeIdentify one situation you are trying to control, and loosen your grip by a single degree.





Verse 30

Where Armies March

Those who advise rulers according to the Tao

do not advise conquering by force.

Force tends to rebound.

Wherever armies march, brambles grow.

Bad harvests follow great wars.

The good general achieves the result and stops.

They don’t dare to seize power by force.

Achieve the result, but don’t boast.

Achieve the result, but don’t be arrogant.

Achieve the result, but don’t be proud.

Achieve the result, but only because there was no choice.

Achieve the result, but don’t use force.

Things flourish for a time, then decay.

This is not the Tao.

What is not the Tao soon ends.


☯The Taoist Seed

Brambles grow where armies march: the fields go unplanted, the men are gone, and the famine
arrives a year after the victory parade. This is not moralizing but agriculture. Force is rejected
here on the grounds that it rebounds — every application of it generates the conditions for its
return. The fivefold repetition is a drill, and its content is entirely about the general’s
inner state after winning. War may be unavoidable; the boast is always avoidable. And what flourishes
by force decays quickly, because forcing is itself the sign that the Tao is absent.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Put your sword back into its place, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword —
the rebound stated in one line, on the night when force would have been most justified. Blessed are
the peacemakers. The Eastern canons keep the hard edge here: a soldier returning from a just war was
customarily kept from communion for a period, not because he had sinned exactly, but because killing
leaves a wound in the soul that requires healing. The victory is granted; the celebration is
not.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Ahimsa is the first precept and the ground of all the others. Hatred is never appeased by hatred;
by non-hatred alone is it appeased — this is the ancient law, says the Dhammapada, and it is
offered as physics rather than sentiment. Ashoka is the historical test case: he conquered Kalinga,
counted the dead, and spent the rest of his reign carving apologies into rock. The verse’s
grim closing observation is simply impermanence applied to empires, which have never been an
exception to it.




The Abbey’s PracticeWhen you next win an argument, stop at the result and say nothing further.





Verse 31

Victory as a Funeral

Weapons are tools of ill omen,

hated by all beings.

So the one who follows the Tao does not keep them.

In peacetime, the wise leader values the left side.

In wartime, they value the right.

Weapons are tools of ill omen,

not for the noble person.

They use them only when forced,

with calm and detachment.

Victory is never sweet.

Those who find it sweet

revel in killing.

Those who revel in killing

cannot fulfill their will in the world.

On joyous occasions, the left is favored.

On sad occasions, the right.

In the army, the lieutenant stands on the left,

the commander on the right.

This is the posture of a funeral.

The killing of many should be met with tears.

Victory should be a funeral.


☯The Taoist Seed

The ritual argument is the sharpest one in the book, and it depends on a detail an ancient reader
would catch instantly: in the army the senior officer stands on the right, which is the position
assigned to mourning. The military is therefore arranged, without knowing it, in the formation of a
funeral. Everything else follows. Weapons may be used when there is no alternative, but with calm
and without appetite, and the test is the taste in the mouth afterward. Whoever finds victory sweet
has already lost the mandate.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you. Rejoice not when your
enemy falls, and let not your heart be glad when he stumbles. The Talmudic tradition that God
silenced the angels who sang at the drowning of the Egyptians — my creatures are perishing, and
you sing? — belongs to the same instinct, and the Church has carried it. The Byzantine liturgy
prays for all the departed of every side, and the requiem does not check which army the dead man
served in.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Karaniya Metta Sutta radiates loving-kindness in every direction without exception, above,
below, and across, holding all beings as a mother holds her only child. Trade in weapons is one of
the five livelihoods a lay follower is asked to avoid, listed beside trade in poison and in living
beings. And the Dhammapada gives the verse’s final line in its own words: all tremble at
violence, all fear death — comparing others to yourself, do not kill or cause to kill.




The Abbey’s PracticePray or wish well tonight for someone on the other side of a conflict you care about.





Verse 32

Knowing When to Stop

The Tao is forever nameless.

Though uncarved wood seems small,

no one in the world can master it.

If lords and kings could hold onto it,

all things would submit by themselves.

Heaven and earth would join in sweet dew,

and the people, without being ordered, would be fair.

When the first carving made names,

names arose, and one should know when to stop.

Knowing when to stop protects from danger.

The Tao in the world is like a stream and valley

flowing into a great river and sea.


☯The Taoist Seed

The uncarved block looks negligible and cannot be mastered by anyone, which is the whole
political argument in two lines. Then the origin of civilization in a single stroke: the first
carving made names, and once names exist they multiply, and the essential skill becomes knowing where
to stop cutting. Distinctions are necessary — a state cannot run without them — but they
are dangerous past a certain density, and no system has ever stopped on its own. The closing image
reverses the direction of authority: the Tao does not rule the world from above but flows through it
downward, as streams do, gathering into the sea.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Adam names the animals, and naming is given to humanity as a genuine dignity — but the
Tower of Babel is what happens when the building does not know when to stop, and the confusion of
tongues is the natural end of unlimited construction. God stops on the seventh day, and commands that
we stop too; the Sabbath is holiness in the form of a halt. The last image is the Church’s
own: rivers of living water, the stream from the temple that deepens as it goes, the grace that
always runs downhill.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Nirodha, cessation, is the third noble truth, and it is not annihilation but a stopping —
the stopping of craving, which the suttas call the supreme safety, exactly as this verse calls
knowing when to stop a protection from danger. Name-and-form, nama-rupa, is a link in the
chain of dependent origination, and conceptual proliferation is what makes the chain long. The
practice is not to abolish names but to see where they begin, and to stop there.




The Abbey’s PracticeFind one thing in your work that is finished and stop improving it.





Verse 33

Knowing Yourself

Knowing others is intelligence;

knowing yourself is true wisdom.

Mastering others is strength;

mastering yourself is true power.

If you realize you have enough,

you are truly rich.

If you stay in the center

and embrace death with your whole heart,

you will endure forever.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four pairs, each one moving the same faculty from the outside to the inside, and each time the
inward version is given the higher word. Knowing others is a useful skill and a common one; knowing
yourself is rare enough that entire traditions exist to make it possible. Wealth is redefined as a
recognition rather than an amount — you become rich the moment you notice that you have enough,
and not one coin sooner. The last lines are the strangest and the best: stay in the center, do not
flinch from your own death, and something in you outlasts it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Why do you see the speck in your brother’s eye and not the log in your own? Godliness with
contentment is great gain, for we brought nothing into the world and can take nothing out. The
Eastern tradition puts self-knowledge above miracles: he who has seen his own sins, said one of the
fathers, is greater than he who raises the dead. And the last line is monastic practice —
memento mori, keep the remembrance of death daily before your eyes, not as morbidity but
because it is the only reliable cure for triviality.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Though one may conquer a thousand men a thousand times in battle, he who conquers himself is the
greatest victor. Contentment is the greatest wealth, says the same collection two verses later. And
maranasati, mindfulness of death, is a formal meditation practiced deliberately: this body
too, of such a nature, will become like that. The result is not gloom but an extraordinary
lightening, because most of what we carry is being carried on behalf of a person who is not going to
last anyway.




The Abbey’s PracticeSay aloud, once, that you will die — then go and do the next thing on your list.





Verse 34

The Great Tao Flows Everywhere

The great Tao flows everywhere,

left and right.

All things depend on it for life,

and it does not deny them.

When the work is accomplished,

it claims no ownership.

It clothes and feeds all things

but doesn’t act as their ruler.

Eternally without desire,

it may be called small.

All things return to it,

yet it does not rule them.

It may be called great.

Because it never claims greatness,

its greatness is fully realized.


☯The Taoist Seed

The Tao is called small and great in the same breath, and both names are earned by the same
behavior. It is small because it wants nothing and takes up no room; it is great because everything
depends on it and returns to it. What it refuses, in every line, is the role of ruler — it
feeds and clothes without issuing orders, and accomplishes the work without putting its name on it.
This is the model for every kind of authority the book approves of, and the closing line states the
mechanism plainly: greatness is realized in the precise degree that it is not claimed.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He made Himself nothing, taking the form of a servant. The Son of Man came not to be served but to
serve, and to give His life a ransom for many. In this tradition the divine greatness is not
qualified by the servanthood; the servanthood is the greatness, disclosed. He upholds all
things by the word of His power and does not compel a single heart. And the Spirit, the fathers
observe, never speaks of Himself, which is precisely why He is everywhere and rarely
noticed.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Dharma sustains without a sustainer; the rain of the Lotus Sutra falls on every plant and each
takes what its own size allows, the rain neither measuring nor claiming. The Buddha calls himself
one who points out the way, not a maker of it, and declines the conceit of being the doer —
whether or not Tathagatas arise, this element remains. Great and small dissolve as categories here,
since what is empty of self-existence cannot be measured, only relied upon.




The Abbey’s PracticeDo your work today without once mentioning that it was yours.





Verse 35

The Bland and the Inexhaustible

Hold the great image,

and the world will come.

Come without harm,

in peace, quiet, and wholeness.

Music and fancy food may make a passerby pause,

but the Tao, when it comes from the mouth,

is bland and flavorless.

Look at it, and you can’t see it.

Listen, and you can’t hear it.

But use it, and it never runs out.


☯The Taoist Seed

Blandness is a compliment in this tradition, and Chinese aesthetics never forgot it. Music and
roast meat will stop a traveler at your gate, and hold him exactly as long as they last. The Tao
tastes of nothing, which is why it can be eaten every day for a lifetime without becoming tiresome
— the strong flavor exhausts the tongue and the plain one does not. Hold the great image and
people come of their own accord, and come unharmed, which is more than most attractions can promise.
Invisible, inaudible, inexhaustible: three qualities that always travel together in this book.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Man shall not live by bread alone. He had no form or majesty that we should look at Him, no beauty
that we should desire Him — the Messiah arrives without seasoning, and the crowds who came for
loaves and signs go home. What remains is the peace that passes understanding, given not as the world
gives. The Orthodox test of prayer runs on the same principle: the states that thrill are held under
suspicion, while the quiet, unremarkable, slightly dull prayer that a person can keep for forty years
is the one the elders trust.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Just as the great ocean has one taste, the taste of salt, so this Dharma has one taste, the taste
of liberation. Practice is famously undramatic: sit, walk, eat, wash the bowl, and repeat for
decades. Experiences that dazzle are classified as vipassana corruptions — lights,
raptures, and certainties that must be seen through and set down. What is left is bland, ordinary,
and does not run out, which is the mark by which it is recognized.




The Abbey’s PracticeRepeat the plainest part of your practice today without seeking anything from it.





Verse 36

The Subtle Wisdom

What is to be shrunk

must first be stretched.

What is to be weakened

must first be made strong.

What is to be torn down

must first be raised up.

What is to be taken

must first be given.

This is the subtle wisdom.

The soft and weak overcome the hard and strong.

Fish should not leave the deep water.

The state’s sharp tools should not be shown to anyone.


☯The Taoist Seed

The most misread verse in the book. Read as strategy it is a manual for entrapment, and it was
read that way for centuries by ministers who wanted Lao Tzu on their side. Read as observation it is
simply the law of reversal stated four times: whatever is stretched to its limit is already
shrinking, and what has been raised highest is nearest to falling. The sage does not engineer this;
he declines to be its subject. Hence the two closing images, both about staying out of view —
the fish is safe in deep water and doomed in the shallows, and power that is displayed has already
begun to be taken from you.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He humbled Himself and became obedient unto death, therefore God has highly exalted Him —
the pattern of this verse run in the redemptive direction, where the lowering comes first and the
raising is God’s answer rather than a trap. Every one who exalts himself will be humbled. And
the hidden life is commended for the same reason as the deep water: when you pray, go into your room
and shut the door; your life is hidden with Christ in God. What is displayed is already
spent.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Impermanence needs no strategist. Whatever has the nature of arising has the nature of ceasing,
and the height of a thing is a reliable measure of the distance it has left to fall. The whisper here
is a caution about the verse’s tone: to use this law deliberately against another being is to
plant karma of exactly the shape one is manipulating, and it always ripens on the planter. The
soft overcoming the hard is not a technique to be deployed. It is what a person without aggression
turns out to be like.




The Abbey’s PracticeKeep one good thing about yourself entirely unmentioned this week.





Verse 37

Doing Nothing, Leaving Nothing Undone

The Tao never does anything,

yet through it everything is done.

If lords and kings could hold onto it,

all things would transform by themselves.

When transformed, if desires arise,

I shall press them down with the weight of the nameless uncarved block.

The nameless uncarved block is simply freedom from desire.

No desire means stillness,

and the world settles itself.


☯The Taoist Seed

The closing verse of the first book states its thesis in one line: the Tao does nothing, and
nothing is left undone. Wu-wei has never meant inactivity; it means action with no friction in it,
no self added to the motion. Notice the honesty of the middle section — after transformation,
desires come back, and something must be done. What is applied is not force but weight: the plain,
nameless, uncarved thing set down on top of the agitation until it quiets. And the final image is the
whole practice. Nobody settles the world. Left alone, it settles itself.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you
— the promise of the first line, given in the imperative. Whoever has entered God’s rest
has also rested from his works. The fathers describe grace working in exactly the way this verse
describes the block: the passions are not argued down, they are displaced by the presence of
something quieter and heavier. Be still, and know. The stilling is not the preparation for the
knowing; it is the same act.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Nirvana is unfabricated — the one thing in the entire system that is not constructed —
and this is why liberation cannot be manufactured by effort, though effort clears the way to it. When
craving ceases, cessation is not an achievement but what remains. The Dharma agrees with the
verse’s realism as well: desires return, and the Buddha gives specific remedies for their
return rather than pretending otherwise. Stillness is not the reward for having no desire. It is what
no-desire is.




The Abbey’s PracticeChoose one problem today and, deliberately, do nothing about it for twenty-four hours.





  Book Two · Verses 38–81

  The Book of the Te

  The power that the Way gives to a person who has stopped seizing it — how it behaves in a
  household, an army, a village, a government, and a heart.





Verse 38

High Power Does Not Flaunt

High power does not flaunt power;

that is why it has power.

Low power never lets go of power;

that is why it has no power.

High power acts without effort, without motive.

High kindness acts, but without motive.

High justice acts, and with motive.

High ritual acts, and if no one responds,

it rolls up sleeves and forces them.

When the Tao is lost, power appears.

When power is lost, kindness appears.

When kindness is lost, justice appears.

When justice is lost, ritual appears.

Ritual is the husk of true faith,

the beginning of chaos.

Knowledge is the flower of the Tao,

the beginning of foolishness.

Therefore the great person dwells in the thick, not the thin,

in the fruit, not the flower.

They let go of that and choose this.


☯The Taoist Seed

The second book opens with a staircase running downward, and each step is a substitute for the one
above it: Tao, then de, then kindness, then justice, then ritual — and ritual, when it
gets no answer, grabs people by the arm. What distinguishes the steps is motive. High power acts with
none; justice acts with reasons; ritual acts and then demands compliance. The metaphor at the end
settles the matter: knowledge is the flower of the Tao, showy and early, while the fruit is thick,
plain, and nourishing. Live in the fruit.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life — the identical diagnosis. These people honor me
with their lips, but their heart is far from me. Yet here Orthodoxy has something to say back to the
verse, and it should be heard: ritual is the husk, and a husk is what keeps the seed alive through
the winter. The liturgy is not opposed to the Spirit; it is how a community that has lost its first
fervor is carried until fervor returns. The warning stands nonetheless. A husk with nothing inside it
is exactly what the prophets thundered against.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Attachment to rites and rituals, silabbata-paramasa, is the third fetter and is broken at
the very first stage of awakening — not because ceremonies are worthless but because gripping
them as the thing itself is a mistake about where liberation lives. The Zen tradition is blunter: a
monk who has memorized the sutras and cannot answer a simple question is told he has counted his
neighbor’s treasure. Fruit over flower is the Dharma’s own preference, and the fruits are
named — not eloquence, but the fading of greed, hatred, and delusion.




The Abbey’s PracticePerform one observance today with attention to what it was for, not to how it is done.





Verse 39

Those Who Attained the One

In the old days, these attained the One:

Heaven attained the One and became clear.

Earth attained the One and became stable.

The spirits attained the One and became divine.

The valleys attained the One and became full.

The ten thousand things attained the One and came to life.

Lords and kings attained the One and became the axis of the world.

All this comes from the One.

Without clarity, heaven would crack.

Without stability, earth would split.

Without divinity, spirits would exhaust.

Without fullness, valleys would dry up.

Without life, the ten thousand things would perish.

Without that axis, lords and kings would stumble and fall.

Thus the humble is the root of the noble.

The low is the foundation of the high.

Lords and kings call themselves “orphan,” “lonely,” “unworthy.”

Isn’t this the humble root?

Yes.

The highest praise is not to be praised.

Don’t wish to glitter like a gem,

but to be dull like a stone.


☯The Taoist Seed

A litany of six, then the same six run backward as a list of catastrophes, so that the reader
feels how much is resting on a single thing. The One is not a quantity but a coherence — what
makes heaven clear and valleys full is the same undivided thing, and where it is withdrawn each
collapses in its own manner. Then the turn to politics: kings take titles of desolation, orphan and
unworthy, and the verse asks whether they understand why. The closing image is the book’s
aesthetic in one line. Not the jade, which is displayed and stolen. The stone, which is stepped on
and stays.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He has put down the mighty from their thrones and exalted the lowly, and the Magnificat is sung by
a village girl. The stone which the builders rejected has become the head of the corner — a
rejected stone, not a gem, chosen precisely for its dullness. In Him all things hold together, says
Colossians, which is the first half of this verse in Christian grammar. And the fathers add the
liturgical detail: bishops of the Eastern Church still sign themselves with formulas of unworthiness,
in the same instinct that made kings call themselves orphans.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The whisper hesitates at the One and then finds its own version: not a unity behind things but the
seamlessness of dependent arising, in which nothing stands alone and the removal of any thread
unravels the cloth. Indra’s net is the Huayan image — every jewel reflecting every other,
and no jewel more central than another. The verse’s last line is thoroughly Buddhist. The
ordinary mind is the Way; the enlightened one is indistinguishable in the street; the plain stone,
not the gem.




The Abbey’s PracticeWear or use the plainest thing you own today, and notice who treats you differently.





Verse 40

Returning

Returning is the motion of the Tao.

Yielding is the way of the Tao.

All things are born of being.

Being is born of non-being.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four lines, and the entire book folded inside them. Fan, the word translated returning, also
means reversal and turning back — everything that goes far enough comes home, and this is the
one motion the Tao is said to have. The second line gives its manner: not force, but yielding. The
last pair is the shortest cosmology ever written and the least defensible by argument, which is
appropriate, since it concerns what precedes argument. If you memorize one verse of the eighty-one,
memorize this one. It fits in a breath.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Metanoia is the Greek for returning, and the whole Gospel begins with it: the kingdom is at hand,
turn around. The prodigal comes to himself and goes back, and the father runs. Unless a grain of
wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone — the way down is the way to life. And
the fathers held creation ex nihilo with a boldness that matches the last line here: being was
born of non-being, not shaped from something already lying about, which is why existence is a gift
rather than an arrangement.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Samsara turns, and the turning is not a comfort — but nirvana is called the unborn,
unbecome, unmade, and were there not that unborn, the Buddha says, no escape from the born would be
discerned. That is the last line of this verse in Pali. Emptiness is not a prior substance but the
absence of any, and from it forms arise without ever becoming solid. Form is emptiness; emptiness is
form; and the motion between them never stops.




The Abbey’s PracticeLearn these four lines by heart today and carry them without notes.





Verse 41

The Three Students

When a wise student hears the Tao, they practice it earnestly.

When an average student hears the Tao, they half-believe, half-doubt.

When a foolish student hears the Tao, they laugh out loud.

If they didn’t laugh, it wouldn’t be the Tao.

Thus the old sayings:

The bright path seems dark.

Going forward seems like retreat.

The smooth way seems rough.

The highest power seems empty.

Great whiteness seems stained.

Abundant power seems insufficient.

Established power seems flimsy.

The pure and true seems tarnished.

The great square has no corners.

The great vessel is late to be completed.

The great note is silent.

The great image has no shape.

The Tao is hidden and nameless.

Yet only the Tao nourishes and completes all things.


☯The Taoist Seed

The laughter is diagnostic, not incidental: a teaching that everyone finds reasonable has been
trimmed to fit what everyone already believed. Then twelve old sayings, quoted rather than invented,
all built on the same structure — the real thing looks like its opposite from outside. The
great vessel is late to be completed is the line that has consoled the most people, and deserves to;
so does the great note being silent, which every musician eventually understands. And notice the
final claim, made without apology after all that self-deprecation: only this nourishes and completes
anything.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

We preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles — the laughter
is recorded in the New Testament as well, and Paul takes it as confirmation. He had no form or
majesty that we should look at Him, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. God’s
foolishness is wiser than men. The Orthodox reading adds the apophatic pattern to the twelve sayings:
every true statement about God must be balanced by its denial, because the reality exceeds both, and
the great image has no shape.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

This Dharma is deep, hard to see, subtle, going against the stream — the Buddha’s own
hesitation after awakening, when he doubted whether anyone would understand. The parable of the
lotuses answers it: some are still in the mud, some at the surface, some already open, and the
teaching is given for the sake of those with little dust in their eyes. Purification often looks like
suffering from outside, and progress on the path is regularly experienced, from inside, as going
backward.




The Abbey’s PracticeRecall one teaching you once laughed at, and give it an honest hour.





Verse 42

One, Two, Three, Ten Thousand

Tao gives birth to One.

One gives birth to Two.

Two gives birth to Three.

Three gives birth to the ten thousand things.

The ten thousand things carry yin on their backs

and embrace yang in their arms,

harmonizing these vital breaths into a soft blend.

What people hate is to be orphaned, lonely, unworthy,

yet kings and lords call themselves these.

Things may increase by decreasing,

and decrease by increasing.

What others have taught, I teach too:

“A violent man does not die a natural death.”

I will make this the father of my teaching.


☯The Taoist Seed

A generation sequence, deliberately unexplained: the undivided becomes the pair, the pair produces
a third thing that is neither, and from that third the world proliferates. What matters is the
posture that follows — every existing thing has yin at its back and yang in its arms, and
health is the soft blending of the two rather than the victory of either. Then the verse changes
register entirely and ends with a proverb about violence, offered as the father of the whole
teaching. Increase by decreasing is not a paradox here. It is the practical instruction for anyone
holding power.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — one nature, three persons, and the fathers insist that the
threeness is not a stage on the way to the many but the very form of the divine life, which is
relationship. All things were made through the Word, and without Him was not anything made that was
made. The proverb at the end is quoted almost exactly in the garden: all who take the sword will
perish by the sword. And the Beatitudes are the doctrine of increase by decreasing, in eight
installments.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Dharma declines the cosmogony and offers the three marks instead: impermanence, unsatisfactoriness,
and non-self, the three characteristics carried on the back of every one of the ten thousand things.
Harmony of opposing forces is the Middle Way in another key. As for the closing proverb, karma states
it as law rather than warning — violence conditions a violent mind, a violent mind conditions
violent circumstances, and no exception has been observed.




The Abbey’s PracticeFind the place in your life where you are pushing hardest, and blend instead of pressing.





Verse 43

The Softest Thing

The softest thing in the world

overcomes the hardest.

What has no substance

enters where there is no space.

This is the teaching of non-doing,

the advantage of non-action.

Few in the world understand this.


☯The Taoist Seed

Water against stone, and water wins — not by being stronger but by being patient and having
no edges to break. The second image is stranger and better: what has no substance enters where there
is no space. Nothing is more penetrating than something that does not need room. This is the whole
argument for wu-wei compressed into two couplets, and the closing line is not a complaint but a
statement of fact. Few understand it, because it cannot be demonstrated quickly, and everything in a
person that wants to be effective is against it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Do not resist the one who is evil; if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other
also. He was oppressed and afflicted, yet He opened not His mouth — and the fathers say that
silence defeated the powers more completely than any argument could have. A soft answer turns away
wrath. And the Spirit is described in exactly the terms of the second couplet: like wind, like
breath, entering closed rooms without opening the door, filling what has no space left in it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Patient endurance is the supreme austerity, says the Dhammapada — higher than fasting,
higher than any feat of will. The Buddha’s standard instruction under abuse is a refusal to
accept the gift: if you do not take what is offered, it stays with the giver. And non-action here has
its Dharma name, the unfabricated: what is not constructed cannot be attacked, and the mind that has
stopped building has nothing left that anyone can knock down.




The Abbey’s PracticeMeet one piece of hardness today with softness and watch what happens by the end of the day.





Verse 44

Name or Body

Your name or your body, which is closer?

Your body or your wealth, which is worth more?

Gain or loss, which is more painful?

Extreme love costs much.

Hoarding leads to heavy loss.

Know when you have enough, and you avoid disgrace.

Know when to stop, and you avoid danger.

This is how you endure long.


☯The Taoist Seed

Three questions with obvious answers that nobody lives by. Your reputation is not closer to you
than your body, and yet people ruin the second to protect the first every day. The third question is
the sharp one — gain or loss, which hurts more? — because it exposes that the pain of
losing is larger than the pleasure of getting, so a life spent accumulating is arranging its own
suffering. Then the two knowings that recur throughout the book: know enough, know when to stop. This
is the entire technology of endurance.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

What does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul? Take heed and beware of
covetousness, for a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions. The barns
are built, and that night the soul is required. The fathers treat philargyria as the passion
that most reliably survives old age, when the others have burned out, and warn that the monk who
keeps one small thing back keeps the whole world with it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Whatever is dear brings sorrow in its own measure — a hundred dear things, a hundred
sorrows; one dear thing, one sorrow; nothing dear, no sorrow. This is not a recommendation to stop
loving but an accounting of what love costs, offered so that the cost is paid knowingly. The Middle
Way declines both accumulation and self-punishing renunciation, and contentment is repeatedly named
the highest wealth because it is the only kind that cannot be taken.




The Abbey’s PracticeAnswer the first question honestly on paper: which is closer to you, your name or your body?





Verse 45

Great Perfection Seems Flawed

Great perfection seems flawed,

but it works perfectly.

Great fullness seems empty,

but it is endless.

Great straightness looks crooked.

Great skill looks clumsy.

Great eloquence sounds like stuttering.

Movement overcomes cold.

Stillness overcomes heat.

Quiet stillness brings the world into order.


☯The Taoist Seed

Five reversals about mastery, and each one is observable in any workshop: the master carpenter’s
motions look lazy, the great speaker pauses and gropes for the word while the mediocre one is fluent,
and the finished thing has an irregularity in it that the machine-made version lacks. Perfection that
looks perfect is usually smaller than it appears. Then two lines of simple physiology — move
when you are cold, be still when you are hot — and the third applies the same medicine to the
world. Quiet stillness is not withdrawal from the disorder; it is the treatment for it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness — therefore, says
Paul, I will boast all the more gladly of my flaws. The risen Christ keeps the wounds; glory does not
erase them but carries them. Moses is slow of speech and is sent anyway. And the final line is
hesychasm’s whole claim, stated by Seraphim of Sarov in words the Abbey keeps: acquire the
spirit of peace, and thousands around you will be saved.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Nirvana is called the cooling, and the fires are named — greed, hatred, and delusion —
so the line about stillness overcoming heat is almost technical language. The awakened one is not
polished; the suttas show the Buddha with a bad back, taking naps, and declining to perform. Zen
prizes exactly the flaw the verse points at: the tea bowl with the wobble, the sweep of ink that
missed, the master who answers a great question with something plain and slightly clumsy.




The Abbey’s PracticeLeave the visible flaw in the thing you made and give it away anyway.





Verse 46

War Horses in the Green Fields

When the world has the Tao,

fast horses are used for manure.

When the world lacks the Tao,

war horses are raised in the green fields.

There is no greater crime than indulging desire.

There is no greater disaster than not knowing enough.

There is no greater fault than craving gain.

Thus the contentment of knowing enough

is lasting contentment.


☯The Taoist Seed

One image tells you everything about a civilization: what its best horses are doing. In a healthy
world the swift horse pulls the dung cart to the fields, and in a sick one it is bred for cavalry and
the mares foal on the border. The verse then names three superlatives — the greatest crime, the
greatest disaster, the greatest fault — and all three turn out to be the same thing, wanting
more. Not knowing enough is called a disaster because it is unbounded, and nothing unbounded can ever
be satisfied.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

What causes wars and fightings among you? Is it not your passions at war within you? James traces
the whole machinery back to appetite, exactly as this verse does. They shall beat their swords into
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks — the same conversion of military metal into
agricultural, promised as the sign of the age to come. Godliness with contentment is great gain, and
the fathers add that the content man is the only genuinely wealthy one, since he alone has stopped
needing.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Craving is the second noble truth, the origin of suffering, and it is not a moral failing but a
mechanism: thirst arises, is fed, and grows. There is no river like craving, says the Dhammapada. War
is treated as craving at social scale, which is why the Buddha’s counsel to kings begins with
their own greed rather than with treaties. Contentment based on having enough is called lasting
because it does not depend on the amount, and therefore cannot be undone by a change in it.




The Abbey’s PracticeLook at what your best energy is being used for this week, and say plainly whether it is manure or war.





Verse 47

Without Going Out the Door

Without going out the door, you can know the whole world.

Without looking out the window, you can see the way of heaven.

The further you go, the less you know.

Therefore the sage knows without traveling,

names without seeing,

and accomplishes without doing.


☯The Taoist Seed

This is not an argument against travel or against learning facts. It is a claim about where the
pattern is legible. The way of heaven repeats itself at every scale, so a person who has understood
one field, one household, or one breath has the whole of it in hand, while a person collecting
impressions across ten thousand miles may return with nothing but impressions. The further you go,
the less you know is the book’s sharpest line about distraction. What is sought outside is
being sought precisely because the search is more comfortable than sitting down.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The kingdom of God is within you; they will not say, Lo here, or Lo there. When you pray, go into
your room, shut the door, and pray to your Father who is in secret. Orthodoxy’s whole ascetic
literature is a commentary on this verse, and it produced the sharpest formulation of it: stay in
your cell, and your cell will teach you everything. The elders warned pilgrims that a man who
crosses the world for a holy word usually brings his own restlessness with him and sets it down
intact on the other side.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

In this fathom-long body, with its perceptions and its mind, the Buddha declared, is the world,
the origin of the world, the cessation of the world, and the path leading to its cessation. That is
this verse in the Pali canon, and it is stated as a correction to a monk who wanted to travel to the
end of the world to find the answer. Be an island unto yourself. The one thing that cannot be
studied from a distance is the only thing that must be.




The Abbey’s PracticeCancel one small search for something new, and return instead to something you already have.





Verse 48

Dropping Something Daily

In pursuit of learning, every day something is added.

In the practice of the Tao, every day something is dropped.

Less and less do you need to force things,

until finally nothing is forced.

When nothing is done, nothing is left undone.

True mastery is gained by letting things go their own way.

It can’t be gained by interfering.


☯The Taoist Seed

Two different curves, and the verse does not condemn the first. Learning accumulates and should;
practice subtracts and must. The confusion of the two is the commonest error of serious people, who
attempt to make progress in the Tao by acquiring more of it. What is dropped daily is not knowledge
but forcing — the extra effort, the added opinion, the correction nobody asked for —
until action arrives at last with nothing extra in it. Mastery here is defined against
interference, which is the only thing it can be defined against.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He must increase, but I must decrease. If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and
take up his cross. The Christian path is described from the beginning as a stripping: sell what you
have, leave the nets, let the dead bury their dead. And the Philokalia insists that the passions are
not defeated by adding virtues on top of them but by cutting away the self-will underneath, which is
why the fathers speak of the ascetic life as a carving away rather than a building up.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Abandonment is the technical term: the second noble truth is to be abandoned, and the path proceeds
by relinquishment rather than acquisition. Even the Dhamma is finally set down — the raft is
left at the shore, and one who has understood the teaching lets go even of teachings. The suttas
speak of the arahant as one who has laid down the burden. Nothing has been gained. A very great deal
has been put down.




The Abbey’s PracticeDrop one thing today — an opinion, a task, a defence — and add nothing in its place.





Verse 49

The Sage Has No Fixed Mind

The sage has no fixed mind.

They take the mind of the people as their own.

“I am good to those who are good.

I am also good to those who are not good.”

Thus goodness is attained.

“I trust those who are trustworthy.

I also trust those who are not trustworthy.”

Thus trust is attained.

The sage lives in the world with quiet presence,

and their heart merges the world into one.

The people give their eyes and ears,

and the sage treats them all as children.


☯The Taoist Seed

Having no fixed mind is not having no convictions; it is not arriving with the answer already
written. The sage borrows the mind of whoever is in front of him and thinks from there. Then the two
formulas, and their logic is worth stating plainly: goodness that is conditional on the goodness of
its object is not goodness but exchange, and trust extended only to the trustworthy is not trust but
assessment. Extending both unconditionally is how the qualities come to exist at all — and it
is also, the verse admits, how children are raised.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

If you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same?
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect — and the perfection under discussion
is precisely the impartiality of this verse. He eats with publicans and sinners, and is criticized
for it in every Gospel. The prodigal is trusted with the ring and the robe before he has proven
anything. This is not naivety. It is the only way the untrustworthy have ever become trustworthy.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The bodhisattva’s mind is compared to the earth, which supports what is placed on it without
selecting. Metta practice deliberately trains the removal of the boundary between friend, stranger,
and enemy until the categories stop functioning. And having no fixed mind is close to
upaya: the teaching takes the shape of the student rather than the teacher, which is only
possible for someone who is not defending a position of their own.




The Abbey’s PracticeExtend one piece of trust today to someone who has not yet earned it.





Verse 50

No Place for Death

Between birth and death,

three out of ten follow life.

Three out of ten follow death.

Three out of ten, simply in living,

rush headlong toward death.

Why? Because they cling to life too strongly.

I have heard that those who truly hold on to life

travel the road without fearing rhinos or tigers,

and go into battle without armor or weapons.

Rhinos find no place to thrust their horn.

Tigers find no place to sink their claws.

Soldiers find no place to thrust their blade.

Why? Because there is no place for death in them.


☯The Taoist Seed

The arithmetic leaves one in ten unaccounted for, and that missing tenth is the subject of the
rest of the verse. The third group is the interesting one: people who hurry toward death by gripping
life too hard, exhausting themselves in the defense of a body they are wearing out with the defending.
The images that follow are not a promise of invulnerability. They describe a person in whom death can
find no purchase because there is nothing there that is bracing against it. The horn goes through and
meets no resistance, because resistance was the only thing it could have caught.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Whoever would save his life will lose it; whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. The
martyrs walked into the arena unarmed and the Church took their fearlessness as evidence rather than
folly. Death, where is your sting? Trampling down death by death, sings the Paschal troparion, and
the fathers explain the verse’s mechanism in Christian terms: a person who has already died
with Christ in baptism has nothing left in them for death to grip.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Mara comes looking for the awakened one and cannot find him — not because he is hidden, but
because there is no one there to locate. The arahant has ended birth and has no place for death to
land in, which the suttas say in almost these words. And the clinging in the middle of the verse is
upadana, the fourth link, the grasping that manufactures becoming and therefore manufactures
dying. Loosen the grip and the machinery loses its purchase.




The Abbey’s PracticeNotice one thing you are protecting out of fear and go a single step closer to it.





Verse 51

Birth Without Owning

The Tao gives them birth.

Power nourishes them.

Matter shapes them.

Circumstance completes them.

Therefore all things honor the Tao and value power.

The Tao is honored and power valued,

not by decree, but by what is natural.

The Tao gives birth, nourishes, develops, shelters, comforts, and protects.

It gives birth without owning,

acts without leaning on results,

leads without mastering.

This is the deep, quiet power.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four agents in the making of any creature: the Way that originates it, the power that feeds it, the
matter that gives it shape, and the circumstances that finish the job. Nothing is made by one thing
alone. The honor rendered in return is not commanded — it arises the way gratitude arises, of
itself. Then six verbs of care, tender and maternal, followed by the three lines that also closed
verse ten, because they are the summit of the book. Give birth without owning. This is de, and
there is nothing higher.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

In Him we live and move and have our being. He gives to all life and breath and everything, and
the six verbs of nurture are the ordinary vocabulary of the Psalms. Yet the astonishing restraint is
also biblical: God gives freedom and does not revoke it, leads and does not master, and the whole
drama of scripture depends on His refusal to overpower. The Son can do nothing of Himself, and the
Spirit does not speak of Himself. Even within the Trinity, the fathers say, there is no
domination.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

All dharmas arise from conditions, and no creator is required or found; the four agents of this
verse read easily as causes and conditions, primary and supporting. The Buddha teaches without the
conceit of being a teacher and claims no ownership of the awakening of others — you must walk
the path yourselves. And the closing lines are the perfection of giving described in the Diamond
Sutra, where the bodhisattva liberates countless beings and knows that no being has been
liberated.




The Abbey’s PracticeThink of someone you have helped to grow, and inwardly release your claim on how they turn out.





Verse 52

Know the Mother

The world had a beginning.

That beginning is the mother of the world.

Know the mother, and you know the children.

Know the children, yet hold fast to the mother,

and to the end of your days you will be without danger.

Block the openings, shut the doors,

and your whole life will be full and strong.

Open the openings, multiply your affairs,

and to the end of your days there is no help.

Seeing the small is insight.

Staying soft is strength.

Use the light,

return to the insight,

and don’t bring disaster upon yourself.

This is practicing the constant.


☯The Taoist Seed

Know the children but hold the mother: engage the ten thousand things fully, and keep one hand on
the source, because a person who has let go of the source will be dragged wherever the children run.
The openings are the senses and the appetites, and the verse is unusually blunt — leave them
open, multiply your affairs, and there is no help for you. Then two definitions worth memorizing.
Insight is seeing what is still small. Strength is staying soft. And the light is to be used and
then turned back, which is the whole method of the golden flower.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Be wise as serpents and harmless as doves. Guard your heart with all vigilance, for from it flow
the springs of life — and the Eastern fathers built nepsis, watchfulness, on that verse:
the passions enter through the senses, so the doors are kept. Turning the light back is the fathers’
own phrase for the return of the mind into the heart. And the whole is held together by the first
instruction, which is to keep one hand always on the Father from whom every family in heaven and on
earth is named.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Guarding the sense doors again, and stated here with the same physical bluntness as in the
suttas. Seeing the small is a fair description of insight practice, which watches the arising of a
thought while it is still a flicker and not yet a decision. Mindfulness is repeatedly called the
light, and turning it back on the mind itself is the entire method of the fourth foundation. Softness
as strength is the standing paradox of patience, which outlasts everything that opposes it.




The Abbey’s PracticeCatch one irritation while it is still small, and let it go before it has a story.





Verse 53

The Boasting of Robbers

If I had just a little knowledge,

I would walk the great Tao,

fearing only to stray from it.

The great Tao is very smooth and straight,

yet people love the side roads.

The court is splendidly kept,

the fields are full of weeds,

the granaries are empty.

They wear fine clothes,

carry sharp swords,

stuff themselves with food and drink,

and have more wealth than they can use.

This is called the boasting of robbers.

It is not the Tao.


☯The Taoist Seed

The angriest verse in the book, and the only one that names a class of people. The accounting is
laid out like a ledger: the court is immaculate, the fields are weeds, the granaries are empty, and
the men in the fine clothes are wearing swords. The conclusion is not called injustice or
mismanagement. It is called robbery, and the splendor is called the boasting of thieves. The road is
smooth and straight, the verse says at the start, and yet people love the side roads — which is
the mildest possible way of saying that none of this was necessary.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Woe to you who are rich, for you have received your consolation. The rich man dines sumptuously
every day while Lazarus lies at his gate, and the parable does not accuse him of a single act of
cruelty — the gate is the whole charge. Basil the Great put it in words the Abbey does not
soften: the bread you are holding back belongs to the hungry, the coat in your closet to the naked.
And the one recorded outburst of physical anger in the Gospels happens in a temple that had turned
into a market.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Right livelihood is a limb of the path, not an appendix to it, and taking what is not given is the
second precept — which the commentaries extend to wealth extracted by law from people who had
no way to refuse. The Buddha told kings that banditry is not solved by punishment but by giving
people the means to live. And the Dhammapada is dry about the splendor: the fool is troubled by the
thought I have wealth, when he does not even have himself.




The Abbey’s PracticeGive something away this week to someone at your own gate, not at a distance.





Verse 54

What Is Firmly Planted

What is firmly planted cannot be uprooted.

What is well embraced cannot be taken away.

Sons and daughters will honor it for generations.

Cultivate it in yourself, and power will be true.

Cultivate it in the family, and power will overflow.

Cultivate it in the village, and power will last long.

Cultivate it in the country, and power will be abundant.

Cultivate it in the world, and power will be everywhere.

Therefore, see others through yourself.

See families through your family.

See villages through your village.

See countries through your country.

See the world through your world.

How do I know the world is like this?

By this.


☯The Taoist Seed

A ladder built outward from a single person, and the order is not negotiable: self, family,
village, country, world. Nothing can be cultivated at a level above where it has actually been
planted, and the reformer whose own household is chaotic has not begun. The second half reverses the
direction and becomes an instrument of understanding — you know other people through yourself,
other families through your own, because you have no other window. The final answer, by this,
is the same two words that ended verse twenty-one. Nothing further is offered, and nothing further is
needed.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The seed that fell on good soil, rooted deeply, bore a hundredfold; the seed on rock withered
because it had no root. A little leaven leavens the whole lump, and the kingdom grows from the
smallest of seeds into a tree that birds nest in. As for seeing others through yourself, the Gospel
gives it as the great commandment’s form: love your neighbor as yourself, and do unto others as
you would have them do to you. There is no other measuring device.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Comparing others to oneself, one should neither kill nor cause to kill — the Dhammapada
makes the second half of this verse the foundation of the entire ethic. Metta is trained in exactly
the expanding order given here, beginning with oneself and widening by degrees to all beings in all
directions. And one mind well cultivated benefits countless beings, which is why the tradition does
not consider a decade in a hut to be time withheld from the world.




The Abbey’s PracticeRepair one thing in your own household before offering to repair anything beyond it.





Verse 55

Full as a Newborn

One who is full of deep power

is like a newborn child.

Wasps and scorpions do not sting.

Wild animals do not attack.

Birds of prey do not strike.

Bones are soft, sinews supple, yet the grip is firm.

Not knowing the union of male and female,

yet the organ stirs — this is the peak of essence.

Crying all day without getting hoarse —

this is perfect harmony.

Knowing harmony is the constant.

Knowing the constant is insight.

Filling life to excess is an omen.

Forcing the breath too hard brings exhaustion.

Whatever is overgrown soon decays.

This is not the Tao.

What is not the Tao soon ends.


☯The Taoist Seed

The infant is the book’s recurring emblem, and here it is examined closely. Soft bones and a
firm grip: the strength is real and none of it is rigid. The vitality stirs without any object,
which is called the peak of essence — energy at its fullest before desire has given it a
direction. And the baby screams all day and never goes hoarse, because nothing in the crying is
strained. Then two warnings for practitioners, and they are addressed to the ambitious: do not
overfill the life, and do not force the breath. What is overgrown is already rotting.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Out of the
mouths of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise. If anyone is in Christ, there is a new
creation — and the fathers describe baptism as a second infancy rather than a graduation. The
warning against forcing is equally traditional: the elders of the Philokalia repeatedly caution
beginners against violent ascetic feats and against straining the breath in prayer, warning that
zeal without discretion breaks the very instrument it was meant to tune.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Buddha’s own turn toward the Middle Way came from remembering a childhood afternoon
under a rose-apple tree, when the mind had settled without any effort at all — and he asked
himself why he had been afraid of that ease. Six years of forcing had produced nothing. Beginner’s
mind, the lotus unstained by the mud it grows in, the effortless harmony of a mind not yet at war
with itself: the verse and the Dharma are describing the same afternoon.




The Abbey’s PracticeIn your practice today, use less effort than you think is required and see what still works.





Verse 56

The Hidden Oneness

Those who know do not speak.

Those who speak do not know.

Block the openings, shut the doors,

blunt the sharpness, untangle the knots,

soften the glare, merge with the dust.

This is called the hidden oneness.

Thus you cannot get close, nor be distant.

You cannot be helped, nor harmed.

You cannot be honored, nor disgraced.

This is the highest state of being.


☯The Taoist Seed

The most quoted couplet in Chinese literature, and it has been used to silence people it was never
aimed at. It concerns the impossibility of transmitting the thing itself, not a rule against
teaching — the man who wrote it wrote eighty more verses. The four actions from verse four
return here as personal practice: blunt, untangle, soften, merge. What follows is not numbness but
the disappearance of the handles by which a person is usually moved. You cannot be honored or
disgraced, because there is no longer a surface for either to stick to.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He who dwells in the secret place of the Most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty.
Your life is hidden with Christ in God. Before Pilate, He answered nothing, and the governor
marveled. Orthodoxy’s prayer of the heart is silent by design, and the fathers say the surest
sign of grace is that a man stops discussing it. Isaac the Syrian gave the balance: silence is the
mystery of the age to come, while words are the instrument of this one — and both are true at
once.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Noble silence is a formal practice, not merely an absence of talk, and the Buddha kept it before
the unanswerable questions. Vimalakirti, asked to explain non-duality, says nothing at all, and
Manjushri calls it the true entrance. The eight worldly winds are listed in the closing lines almost
exactly as the suttas list them, and the state described is not detachment from beings — the
compassion is undiminished — but the absence of anything for praise and blame to grip.




The Abbey’s PracticeKeep one insight entirely to yourself this week.





Verse 57

Governing Without Meddling

Govern the country with straightforwardness.

Wage war with surprise tactics.

Win the world by non-interference.

How do I know this is so?

By this:

The more taboos and prohibitions in the world,

the poorer the people.

The more sharp weapons the people have,

the more troubled the country.

The more cunning the people,

the more strange contraptions appear.

The more laws and edicts are posted,

the more thieves and robbers.

Therefore the sage says:

I do nothing, and the people transform themselves.

I love stillness, and the people correct themselves.

I don’t meddle, and the people prosper by themselves.

I desire nothing, and the people return to uncarved wood.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four observations offered as evidence, and the fourth is the famous one: the more laws are posted,
the more thieves there are. This is not anarchism. It is the recognition that each new prohibition
creates a new category of criminal and a new incentive to evade, so that legislation past a certain
density manufactures the disorder it was written to suppress. The closing quatrain is the
ruler’s own testimony, and every line has the same shape — the ruler subtracts something
from himself, and the people supply the corresponding virtue themselves.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The law came in that the offense might abound — Paul’s own version of the fourth
observation, and just as unsettling. The Pharisees bind heavy burdens and lay them on men’s
shoulders, while the yoke of Christ is easy. Let the wheat and the tares grow together until the
harvest. And the Gospel’s own political posture is stated once and never retracted: my kingdom
is not of this world, which the Church has repeatedly forgotten to its cost whenever it has picked up
the machinery of enforcement.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The precepts are undertaken, not imposed — the lay follower says I undertake the training
rule, in the first person, which is the whole difference. The Buddha advised kings that people
who can feed their families stop stealing, and that punishment without provision only breeds
craftier thieves. The Sangha’s own rules were made one at a time in response to actual
incidents, never in advance, which is perhaps the most Taoist thing about the Vinaya.




The Abbey’s PracticeRepeal one rule you have imposed on someone else and see whether it was holding anything up.





Verse 58

Sharp but Not Cutting

When the government is loose and easy,

the people are simple and honest.

When the government is sharp and prying,

the people are cunning and mean.

Disaster is what good fortune leans on.

Good fortune is what disaster hides in.

Who can see the final outcome?

There is no final outcome.

The normal changes into the strange.

The good turns into the monstrous.

The people’s confusion is long-standing.

Therefore the sage is:

sharp but doesn’t cut,

pointed but doesn’t pierce,

straight but doesn’t strain,

bright but doesn’t blind.


☯The Taoist Seed

Surveillance produces the cunning it was designed to detect; a people watched closely learns to be
worth watching. Then the two lines that generated the most famous story in Chinese folklore, about
the farmer whose horse ran away — is that good or bad? — and the answer that never
arrives, because there is no final outcome. The verse refuses to let the reader settle the ledger at
any point. And the last four lines are the finest description of a mature person in the book. All
four qualities are kept. All four are held short of the injury they could do.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

All things work together for good for those who love God — the same refusal to judge an
outcome from the middle. Joseph tells his brothers that what they meant for evil, God meant for
good, and the crucifixion is the extreme case of a disaster with fortune hidden inside it. As for the
closing quatrain, Paul gives it directly: the servant of the Lord must not quarrel, but be gentle to
all, correcting opponents with patience. Sharp, and not cutting.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The eight worldly winds blow in pairs and exchange places constantly; equanimity is not the
prediction of which is coming but the willingness to stop grading them. Right speech has four tests
— true, kind, beneficial, timely — and the last four lines of this verse are what happens
when all four are actually applied. A teacher who cuts has failed even if the diagnosis was
correct.




The Abbey’s PracticeSay the accurate thing today without the edge that would have made it land harder.





Verse 59

Moderation, the Deep Root

In governing people and serving heaven,

nothing surpasses moderation.

Moderation means early submission.

Early submission means deep accumulation of power.

Deep accumulation of power means nothing is impossible.

Nothing is impossible means you don’t know the limit.

If you don’t know the limit, you can possess the country.

Possess the mother of the country, and you will long endure.

This is called deep roots and a firm trunk,

the way of long life and lasting vision.


☯The Taoist Seed

The word rendered moderation is closer to frugality, and it means husbanding what you have rather
than merely spending less. The chain of consequences runs like a proof: frugality leads to yielding
early, early yielding leads to a deep reserve, and a deep reserve is what makes a thing capable. The
image at the end is agricultural and settles the meaning — deep roots and a firm trunk, which
is what a tree gets by growing slowly. Nothing here is about doing without. It is about not spending
your root system on this season’s leaves.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Give us this day our daily bread — enough, and no reserve demanded. The five wise virgins
kept oil for a wait they could not measure, which is frugality as foresight rather than as
stinginess. Rooted and grounded in love, says Ephesians, and the man who built on rock stood because
he had dug down. The desert tradition’s word here is diakrisis, discretion, which the
fathers called the greatest of all virtues because it is the one that measures every other.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Middle Way is not moderation as compromise but as calibration — the lute string neither
slack nor overtightened, which was the instruction that finally worked for Sona. Restraint of the
senses is called the guardian of the whole practice, and moderation in eating is listed among the
factors that lead directly to the deathless. Roots are the tradition’s image too: greed,
hatred, and delusion are the unwholesome roots, and their opposites are what grow the firm
trunk.




The Abbey’s PracticeSpend a little less of yourself today than the day seems to demand.





Verse 60

Frying a Small Fish

Governing a large country is like frying a small fish.

When the Tao rules the world,

ghosts don’t exert their power.

Not that they have no power,

but their power does not harm people.

Not only does their power not harm people,

the sage also does not harm people.

Since neither does harm,

power flows back and accumulates.


☯The Taoist Seed

Anyone who has cooked a small fish knows the teaching immediately: turn it too often and it falls
apart in the pan. The rest of the verse concerns the unseen. It does not deny the ghosts — it
says their power stops harming, because harm requires a disorder for it to move through, and in a
well-ordered world there is no such channel. The last line is the reward, stated in the language of
energy rather than merit. Where nothing is being spent on harm, the power returns and
accumulates.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Behold, I give you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions and over all the power of the
enemy, and nothing shall by any means hurt you. Orthodoxy takes the unseen world entirely seriously
and refuses to be frightened by it — the demons are real and defeated, and the fathers say the
surest way to be troubled by them is to become fascinated. Resist the devil and he will flee. The
peaceful heart is treated as a stronger protection than any exorcism.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Mara appears throughout the suttas and is dispatched, every time, by simple recognition: I see
you, Mara, and he departs disappointed. A mind established in loving-kindness is said to sleep
easily, wake easily, and be unharmed by non-human beings — this is stated in the metta
discourse almost as a practical benefit. The Dharma also declines to fry the fish twice: the
Buddha’s advice to disciples was rarely repeated, and never nagged.




The Abbey’s PracticeChoose something you keep checking on and leave it entirely alone for a day.





Verse 61

The Great Country Lies Low

A great country is like low-lying land,

the place where everything converges,

the female of the world.

The female overcomes the male with stillness,

by being low and still.

So if a great country lowers itself to a smaller country,

it absorbs the smaller.

If a smaller country lowers itself to a great country,

it is absorbed.

Thus one lowers itself to take;

the other lowers itself to be taken.

The great country simply wants to unite and nourish people.

The small country simply wants to join and serve.

So both get what they want.

The great country should stay low.


☯The Taoist Seed

Diplomacy taught by watersheds. Everything converges in the low ground, so a great power that
places itself beneath its neighbors receives them without campaigning. The verse is unusually
even-handed about motive — both parties lower themselves, and both get what they wanted, one
by gathering and one by joining. There is no pretence that this is disinterested. The final
instruction is directed only at the strong, and it is the one line that most rulers in history have
found impossible: the great country should stay low.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth — inheritance, not conquest. God
opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. And the definitive instance is a girl in Nazareth
whose entire contribution is a sentence of consent, through which the Word enters the world; the
Church sings her as more honorable than the cherubim precisely because she stayed low. He that is
mighty has done great things, she says, and magnifies not herself.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Humility is called the ground of all the perfections, and the bodhisattva is compared to the
earth, which everything stands on and which asks nothing. Shantideva prays to be the bridge, the
boat, the lamp, the servant — a catalogue of low positions chosen deliberately. And the great
ocean receives every river without distinction, which is the Buddha’s own image for the
Dharma and for the community that carries it.




The Abbey’s PracticeIn the relationship where you hold more power, take the lower seat this week.





Verse 62

Shelter of the Not-Good

The Tao is the hidden sanctuary of all things.

It is the treasure of the good.

It is the shelter of the not-good.

Fine words can sell you.

Noble deeds can lift you up.

But why abandon someone who is not good?

When an emperor is enthroned,

or three ministers appointed,

jade disks and horses may be offered,

but that is not as good as sitting still and offering this Tao.

Why did the ancients value this Tao?

Was it not said: “Seek and you will find,

let go of your faults and be free”?

That is why it is the greatest treasure in the world.


☯The Taoist Seed

The Tao is a treasure to the good and a sanctuary to the rest, and the second is the more
remarkable claim: what the failed and the corrupt need is not a verdict but a shelter to come in out
of. The question in the middle is left as a question, which makes it harder to escape. Why abandon
anyone? At an emperor’s enthronement, when jade and horses are being carried up the steps, the
verse says the better gift is a person sitting still and offering this. And the ancient saying it
quotes is startlingly close to a line the Gospels would use.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Seek, and you will find. I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. The father
sees the prodigal while he is still far off and runs — the running is the whole doctrine. I
desire mercy and not sacrifice. And the Church has a physical form of this verse: the sanctuary in
which a fugitive could not be seized, the altar he could hold, and the ancient rule that the door of
the monastery is not to be shut against anyone who knocks.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Angulimala had killed many people before the Buddha walked toward him on the road and would not
stop, and he became an arahant; the Dharma is refuge for all, with no application to fill out.
Amitabha’s vow is the Pure Land form of this verse, and it is expressly extended to those who
have failed everything else, which is why the White Lotus Society has kept it since Mount Lu. The
worst person is not excluded. That is the entire point of the vow.




The Abbey’s PracticeThink of the person you consider beyond help, and offer them shelter in your mind for one full minute.





Verse 63

Difficulty While It Is Easy

Act without doing.

Work without effort.

Taste without tasting.

Big, small, many, few —

meet hatred with power.

Handle the difficult while it is still easy.

Cultivate the great while it is still small.

All difficult things in the world begin as easy.

All great things begin as small.

Therefore the sage never reaches for greatness,

and so achieves greatness.

Rash promises break faith.

Many easy things pile up to hard ones.

So the sage sees the difficulty in everything,

and thus never encounters difficulty.


☯The Taoist Seed

The practical heart of the book. Every difficulty was once easy and every great thing was once
small, so the entire art is timing — intervene while the intervention is still trivial and no
one will ever know there was a problem. The line about rash promises belongs here for a reason: a
promise made lightly is an easy thing that becomes a hard one. And the closing paradox is exact.
Because the sage takes small things seriously, difficulty never accumulates, and his life looks
suspiciously uneventful from outside.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof — do not carry tomorrow’s difficulty into
today, where it is not yet easy to handle. He who is faithful in a very little is faithful also in
much. Let your yes be yes and your no be no, which is the warning against rash promises. And the
desert fathers taught that a thought is dismissed easily at the door and with great labor once it has
been given a chair.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Mindfulness is precisely the practice of catching things while they are still small: the flicker
before the mood, the contact before the craving, the irritation before the word. Do not think lightly
of evil, saying it will not come to me — drop by drop the water pot is filled, and drop by drop
the fool fills himself with harm. The same verse follows immediately with the identical arithmetic
applied to good. Nothing arrives all at once.




The Abbey’s PracticeDo the small task you have been postponing before it becomes the large one.





Verse 64

A Journey Begins Underfoot

What is at rest is easy to hold.

What has not yet shown signs is easy to plan for.

What is brittle is easy to shatter.

What is tiny is easy to scatter.

Deal with it before it exists.

Govern it before there is disorder.

A tree too thick to embrace begins as a small shoot.

A nine-story tower begins with a pile of earth.

A journey of a thousand miles begins under your feet.

Meddle, and you will ruin it.

Grasp, and you will lose it.

The sage does not meddle, so does not ruin.

Does not grasp, so does not lose.

People often ruin things at the edge of success.

Be as careful at the end as at the beginning,

and there will be no ruined work.

Therefore the sage desires not-desiring,

values not-valuing rare goods,

learns not-learning,

returns to what everyone else has passed by,

and helps all things be natural,

without daring to act.


☯The Taoist Seed

The most quoted line in the book sits in the middle of this verse and is usually torn out of it:
the thousand-mile journey begins under your feet, not with a heroic first stride but with the ground
you are already standing on. Around it are two teachings. The first is prevention — act before
the thing exists, and the work is invisible. The second is the warning about the last mile: people
ruin things at the edge of success, when attention relaxes because the outcome seems settled. Be as
careful at the end as at the beginning.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The kingdom is like a mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds, which becomes a tree. Watch and
pray, that you enter not into temptation — watchfulness is entirely about the stage before
things exist. He who endures to the end shall be saved, and the tower-builder in the parable is told
to count the cost before laying the foundation. The fathers add the specific warning of this verse:
the greatest danger to a monk comes not in the first years but in the fortieth, when he believes the
work is done.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The path is walked one step at a time and never any other way; nibbana is to be realized here and
now, beginning under the feet. The four right efforts are stated in exactly this verse’s order
— prevent what has not arisen, abandon what has arisen, cultivate what has not arisen, maintain
what has. And desires not-desiring, learns not-learning: this is the Dharma’s own final turn,
where even the wish for awakening must eventually stop being a form of grasping.




The Abbey’s PracticeReturn to a nearly finished thing and give the last part the attention you gave the first.





Verse 65

Keeping Them Simple

In ancient times, those good at the Tao

did not use it to enlighten people,

but to keep them simple.

People are hard to govern when they know too much.

Using knowledge to govern is a curse on the land.

Not using knowledge to govern is a blessing.

Understand these two principles,

and you have the model.

Always hold the model close —

this is called deep, quiet power.

Deep, quiet power goes far and deep.

It turns things back,

until they come to great harmony.


☯The Taoist Seed

The hardest verse in the book to read charitably, and it has been used by every regime that
preferred an uninformed population. Read within the book’s own vocabulary, the word translated
knowledge is the cleverness of verses three and nineteen — calculation, manipulation, the skill
of getting around things — and simplicity is the uncarved block, not ignorance. A people
trained in cunning is genuinely ungovernable, because every rule is met with an evasion. Still, the
Abbey does not pretend the verse is comfortable. The last lines are the redemption of it: this power
turns things back, until they reach great harmony.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He catches the wise in their own craftiness. I thank you, Father, that you have hidden these
things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to infants. Knowledge puffs up, but love
builds up. Yet the Gospel breaks decisively with any reading of this verse as a policy of keeping
people in the dark: the servant is told everything the master is doing, and the truth is what makes
free. The simplicity commended is the singleness of the child, never the ignorance of the
subject.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Panna is not accumulated information; a person can memorize the whole canon and remain a fool,
and the suttas say so with some relish. The distinction here is between learning that clarifies and
learning that supplies new material for craving and views. Attachment to views is a fetter, and the
Buddha called some of the sharpest debaters of his day people who had become tangled in a thicket of
opinions. The simple mind that sees directly is the free one.




The Abbey’s PracticeGive up one piece of cleverness you were planning to use on somebody.





Verse 66

Why the Sea Is King

Why is the sea king of a hundred streams?

Because it lies lower than they do.

Thus it rules them.

So if you want to be above the people,

speak as if you are below them.

If you want to lead them,

walk behind them.

The sage stands above, and people feel no burden.

The sage stands in front, and people feel no harm.

The world is happy to push them forward

and never grows weary.

Because they don’t compete,

no one can compete with them.


☯The Taoist Seed

The sea does not command the rivers; it simply lies lower, and they arrive. This is the
book’s clearest statement about leadership, and it specifies two things — speech and
position. Speak from below and walk behind, and the elevation follows without being taken. The test
offered is unusually practical: do the people feel the weight of you? A leader who is genuinely
carried by others is one nobody has to strain to hold up, and the world pushes such a person forward
without tiring, which is not something that can be arranged.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first must be slave of
all — for the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve. I am among you as one who serves.
Orthodoxy fixed this into the office itself: the patriarch signs as the servant of the servants of
God, and the bishop is enthroned only after washing feet in the liturgy of Holy Thursday, so that the
ceremony of elevation contains its own contradiction.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Buddha walked the alms round with his own bowl for forty-five years and was refused at doors
like anyone else; the teacher of gods and men stood in the road waiting to be given rice. Seniority
in the Sangha is by rains alone, not by attainment or birth, and the community is deliberately
constructed so that no one can rise by competing. The one who leads is the one who has stopped
needing to.




The Abbey’s PracticeIn your next meeting, speak last.





Verse 67

The Three Treasures

Everyone says my Tao is great

and seems unlike anything.

Just because it is great,

it seems unlike anything.

If it were like anything,

it would have shrunk small long ago.

I have three treasures

that I hold and guard:

The first is compassion.

The second is simplicity.

The third is not daring to put myself first in the world.

Compassionate, you can be brave.

Simple, you can be generous.

Not daring to be first,

you can be a true vessel.

Now, people discard compassion to be brave,

discard simplicity to be generous,

discard following to be first.

This is death.

Compassion in battle brings victory,

and in defense, stands firm.

When heaven is about to save someone,

it surrounds them with compassion.


☯The Taoist Seed

The one verse where the teacher names his own possessions, and they are three: compassion,
frugality, and not pushing to the front. Notice that each treasure is the root of a virtue people
usually try to grow without it — courage without compassion is only aggression, generosity
without frugality has nothing to give, and eminence without deference cannot hold anything. The verse
calls the shortcut death, plainly. And it ends with the most tender line in the book: when heaven is
about to save someone, it surrounds them with compassion.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Faith, hope, love abide, these three, and the greatest of these is love — a triad against a
triad, and the same ordering, with love placed first because everything else grows out of it.
Greater love has no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends: compassion is what
makes the courage possible, exactly as the verse says. Blessed are the poor in spirit. And the last
shall be first. Perfect love casts out fear, which is the whole mechanism in five words.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Karuna is not one virtue among others but the wing that carries wisdom, and the tradition insists
that either alone is a bird that cannot fly. The bodhisattva’s courage is famously enormous
— vowing to empty the hells — and it is entirely derived from compassion rather than
from confidence. Few requisites and contentment are the monastic form of the second treasure. And
the third is the vow itself, which places every other being ahead in the queue.




The Abbey’s PracticeDo the brave thing today only after finding the compassion underneath it.





Verse 68

The Power of Non-Contention

A good soldier is not violent.

A good fighter is not angry.

A good conqueror does not contend.

A good user of people puts themselves below them.

This is the power of non-contention.

This is the ability to work with people.

This is the ancient height of union with heaven.


☯The Taoist Seed

Four professionals, each one defined by the absence of the emotion you would expect them to run
on. The good fighter is not angry because anger is information leaking to the opponent and control
leaving the body; every martial tradition that has lasted teaches this before it teaches technique.
The fourth line moves the same principle into ordinary work: whoever wants the best from people
stands beneath them. And the verse ends by calling this a union with heaven, which is a large claim
for what looks like good management.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Put your sword back into its place. Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of
God — the title is given to the ones who do not fight. When He was reviled, He did not revile
in return; when He suffered, He did not threaten. The fathers were exact about anger: Evagrius calls
it the passion that most disfigures the mind and warns that a man praying in anger is drawing water
into a cracked jar, however righteous his cause.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

He who conquers hatred with non-hatred has won the only battle worth the name; the victor breeds
enmity, and the defeated lies down in sorrow, so the peaceful one who has given up both sleeps
happily. Anger is treated in the suttas as a disaster for the angry person first and the target
second — picking up a hot coal to throw. And the fourth line is the Sangha’s practice:
the teacher bows to the students, and means it.




The Abbey’s PracticeHandle today’s conflict after the anger has passed, not during it.





Verse 69

The Guest, Not the Host

Military strategists say:

“I dare not be the host, but the guest.

I dare not advance an inch, but retreat a foot.”

This is called marching without moving,

rolling up sleeves without baring arms,

fighting without weapons,

capturing without attacking.

There is no greater disaster than underestimating the enemy.

Underestimating the enemy nearly cost me my three treasures.

When opposing sides meet in battle,

the one with sorrow wins.


☯The Taoist Seed

The host initiates and sets the terms; the guest waits to be received. Choosing to be the guest in
a conflict means never striking first and never choosing the ground, which sounds like weakness and
is in fact the classical Chinese doctrine of the defensive war. The middle images describe engagement
with the aggression removed from it. Then the warning, and it is personal — underestimating the
enemy nearly cost the speaker his three treasures, because contempt destroys compassion first. The
final line is unforgettable. The side that grieves is the side that wins.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

When you are invited, go and sit in the lowest place. In humility count others more significant
than yourselves. Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted — and the sorrow of
the last line is the Gospel’s own, since Christ weeps over the city that is about to reject
Him rather than denouncing it. The fathers warned repeatedly against contempt for an opponent,
saying that the moment you despise a man you have lost the argument in heaven regardless of how it
goes on earth.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Never underestimate the defilements: a small residue of craving is treated in the suttas as a
serious matter, and the practitioner who assumes the work is finished is the one who is about to
discover otherwise. Right effort is patient and unhurried rather than heroic. And compassion for the
one who opposes you is not a decoration on the practice — the Buddha taught that the person who
harms you is already suffering, and that seeing this clearly is what makes non-retaliation possible
rather than merely admirable.




The Abbey’s PracticeTake the opponent you dismiss most easily and spend five minutes seriously imagining their reasons.





Verse 70

The Jewel Under Rough Cloth

My words are easy to understand

and easy to practice.

Yet no one in the world can understand or practice them.

Words have an ancestor.

Deeds have a master.

Because people don’t know this,

they don’t know me.

Those who know me are few.

Those who pattern themselves after me are precious.

Thus the sage wears rough clothing

and holds the jewel inside.


☯The Taoist Seed

A moment of undisguised loneliness. The teaching is simple — genuinely simple, not simple in
the way difficult things are sometimes called simple — and nobody does it, which is a
particular kind of grief available only to teachers. The reason given is that words have an ancestor
and deeds have a master: what is said points back to something behind it, and a reader who takes only
the words has taken the wrapping. The last image explains the whole verse. The jewel is inside,
covered in rough cloth, and that is why so few notice.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He came to His own, and His own received Him not. Having eyes, do you not see, and ears, do you
not hear? The kingdom is a treasure hidden in a field, and a pearl of great price, and the stone the
builders rejected became the cornerstone — every one of these images turns on something
valuable that does not look valuable. We have this treasure in earthen vessels, says Paul, which is
this verse translated into Greek almost line for line.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The buddha-nature is likened to a jewel sewn into the hem of a drunk man’s robe, who wanders
for years in poverty without knowing it is there. The Dharma is described as deep, hard to see,
subtle — and simultaneously as visible here and now, inviting inspection. Both are true, which
is the difficulty. The monk in a patched robe made from cloth found at the cremation ground is the
tradition’s deliberate version of the last line.




The Abbey’s PracticePractice one simple thing you already understand, instead of learning a new one.





Verse 71

Sickening of Sickness

Knowing you don’t know is the best.

Not knowing you don’t know is a sickness.

Only by sickening of the sickness

can you be without sickness.

The sage is without sickness

because they sicken of sickness.

That is why they are not sick.


☯The Taoist Seed

Seven lines that turn on one word until it wears through. The disease is not ignorance but
unnoticed ignorance, and the cure is stated as a kind of nausea — you become sick of the
sickness, revolted by your own certainty, and that revulsion is itself the health. Nothing is added
from outside. The sage is not described as knowing more; he is described as having become allergic
to pretending. This is the shortest and most exact account of intellectual humility in any
tradition.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

If you were blind, you would have no sin; but now that you say ‘We see,’ your sin
remains. Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick — and the
tragedy of the Pharisee is not his failure but his failure to notice it. Blessed are those who
mourn. The Eastern fathers made self-knowledge the beginning of everything: the one who sees his own
sins is greater than one who sees angels, and the whole prayer of the heart begins with the words
have mercy on me, a sinner.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The first noble truth is a diagnosis, and it must be admitted before anything else can proceed
— the Buddha is repeatedly called a physician and the Dharma a medicine. Avijja, ignorance, is
not the absence of facts but the failure to see one’s own condition, and it stands at the head
of the whole chain. Beginner’s mind is this verse as a practice. The one who knows he does not
know can still be taught.




The Abbey’s PracticeSay “I don’t know” once today where you would normally have offered an opinion.





Verse 72

When Fear Fails

When people no longer fear power,

then greater power descends.

Don’t confine their homes.

Don’t oppress their lives.

Only when you don’t oppress

will they not be oppressed.

Therefore the sage knows themselves

but does not show themselves.

Loves themselves

but does not exalt themselves.

They let go of that and choose this.


☯The Taoist Seed

A warning to rulers with a hard edge in it: when people stop being afraid of your power, something
larger is on its way, and it will not be you. The two prohibitions are concrete — do not
confine their homes, do not oppress their lives — and the line that follows is almost a
tautology until you sit with it, since a great deal of oppression is carried out by people who
sincerely believe they are preventing worse. Then the sage’s posture: self-knowledge without
display, and self-love without exaltation, which is the balance most moralists miss in one direction
or the other.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom — and the fathers distinguish carefully
between the fear of a slave, the fear of a hireling, and the fear of a son, which is love that has
grown afraid of causing grief. Perfect love casts out fear. Rulers who govern by terror appear
throughout scripture and are dealt with in one manner. And the sage’s self-love is not vanity
here but the second half of the great commandment, which assumes it: love your neighbor as
yourself.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Searching all directions with the mind, one finds no one anywhere dearer than oneself —
therefore, the Buddha concludes, one who loves himself should not harm another. Metta begins with
oneself for exactly this reason, and a practitioner who cannot wish himself well has no supply to
give away. As for display, the Vinaya forbids announcing one’s attainments to laypeople, and
the reason is practical: an attainment that is being shown is already being used for something
else.




The Abbey’s PracticeWish yourself well, sincerely, before you try to wish it for anyone else.





Verse 73

Heaven’s Vast Net

Boldness in daring means killing.

Boldness in not daring means giving life.

One brings profit, the other harm.

Heaven hates what it hates —

who knows why?

Even the sage finds it difficult.

The Tao of heaven does not contend,

yet easily wins.

Does not speak, yet responds.

Is not called, yet comes.

Is relaxed, yet plans well.

Heaven’s net is vast, vast,

its meshes are loose, yet nothing slips through.


☯The Taoist Seed

Two kinds of courage: the boldness that dares, which kills, and the boldness that dares not, which
gives life — and the second is harder, because restraint has no witnesses. Then a moment of
rare candor. Heaven has its preferences and no one knows the reasons, and even the sage finds this
difficult; the book does not pretend to have solved the problem of why things fall as they do. The
closing image is one of the great lines in world literature. The mesh is loose, wide enough to walk
through, and nothing has ever slipped out of it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord — which is not an incitement but a
prohibition, addressed to us. Not one sparrow falls to the ground apart from your Father, and the
hairs of your head are numbered: a net of the finest possible attention, described as tenderness
rather than surveillance. God’s judgments are unsearchable and His ways past finding out,
writes Paul at the end of eleven chapters of trying, and the fathers took that as the model for how
long to keep arguing before bowing.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Karma is the loose net: no judge, no ledger, no enforcement, and no exceptions either — not
in the sky, nor in the middle of the ocean, nor in a mountain cave is there a place where one may
escape the fruit of a deed. The workings of karma are listed among the imponderables, matters that
will bring madness to anyone who tries to calculate them completely, which is the Dharma’s way
of saying what this verse says: even the sage finds it difficult.




The Abbey’s PracticeLeave one wrong unavenged today and let the net do its work.





Verse 74

The Master Executioner

If people don’t fear death,

what use is threatening to kill them?

If they feared death,

and I could seize and execute the wrongdoers,

who would dare?

There is always a master executioner.

Trying to do the master executioner’s job

is like hewing wood in place of a master carpenter.

You’d likely cut your own hand.


☯The Taoist Seed

The argument begins as a piece of cold statecraft and turns into something else entirely. If
people no longer fear death, the threat of it has stopped being a tool — a ruler who has driven
his subjects to that point has already lost the instrument he is reaching for. Then the great image:
there is a master executioner, and taking his work into your hands is like an amateur picking up the
master carpenter’s adze. The prediction is not moral but physical. You will cut your own hand.
Whoever takes over the office of death gets injured by it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Judge not, that you be not judged, for with the judgment you pronounce you will be judged. Let him
who is without sin cast the first stone — and the stones go down in order of age, the oldest
first, because they have had longest to know. Vengeance belongs to God and to no one else. The
Eastern Church has consistently declined to bless executions and asked mercy for the condemned even
when it could not prevent the sentence.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Karma requires no administrator, which is precisely why no one needs to volunteer. The first
precept is undertaken without exception clauses, and the one who kills in the name of justice has
still killed. And the warning about the cut hand is stated in the suttas as the standard result of
anger: the person who takes up the coal to throw it is burned first, and the office of punisher is a
coal that has to be held for a long time.




The Abbey’s PracticeSet down one verdict you have privately passed on another person.





Verse 75

Why the People Starve

People starve because those above devour too much tax.

That is why they starve.

People are hard to govern because those above interfere.

That is why they are hard to govern.

People make light of death because those above seek life too strongly.

That is why they make light of death.

Only those who do not live for life

truly value life.


☯The Taoist Seed

Three grievances, and each one is answered by pointing upward. Hunger is not a natural disaster,
disobedience is not a defect in the people, and the recklessness of a population that no longer
values its own life is caused by rulers who value theirs too much. The parallel structure hammers the
point: that is why, three times, with no other explanation offered. Then the last couplet
turns from politics to the heart. The one who is not clutching at life is the only one who can
actually value it.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, who devour widows’ houses and for a pretense make long
prayers. The prophets are relentless on this exact charge: you trample the poor and take from him
exactions of wheat. My yoke is easy and my burden is light, said in direct contrast to burdens hard
to bear laid on other men’s shoulders. And the closing couplet is the Gospel’s own
paradox: he who loves his life loses it, and he who hates his life in this world will keep it.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The Buddha told a king that theft in his realm was a consequence of hunger, and that the remedy
was grain and seed rather than gallows — the earliest recorded statement that crime is
downstream of policy. Craving for existence, bhava-tanha, is named as a cause of suffering,
and the ruler clutching at his own long life is its clearest example. Those who have loosened that
grip are exactly the ones who protect the lives of others.




The Abbey’s PracticeAsk what your own comfort is costing someone further down, and adjust one thing.





Verse 76

Soft and Weak, Companions of Life

When a person is born, they are soft and weak.

When dead, they are stiff and hard.

All things, grass and trees,

when young, are tender and pliant.

When dead, they are dry and brittle.

Thus the stiff and hard are companions of death.

The soft and weak are companions of life.

Therefore, a weapon that is too stiff will break.

A tree that is too hard will snap.

The hard and strong are laid low.

The soft and weak rise above.


☯The Taoist Seed

The argument is empirical and takes about four seconds to verify: living bodies are soft, dead
ones are rigid, green wood bends and dry wood snaps. Rigidity is therefore not a sign of strength but
of an advanced stage of dying, and the verse extends this from bodies to opinions, institutions, and
plans without needing to say so. The tree image is the test. In a storm, the thing that stands is
whatever can move, and the trunk that cannot give is the one lying across the road in the
morning.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

My power is made perfect in weakness. When I am weak, then I am strong. A bruised reed He will not
break, and a smoldering wick He will not quench — the tenderness of God toward what is barely
holding on. The stiff-necked people are rebuked throughout the Old Testament in exactly this
vocabulary, and Ezekiel promises the cure: I will remove the heart of stone and give you a heart of
flesh, which is softer, weaker, and alive.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The mind that has become rigid around a view is described in the suttas as caught in a thicket, a
fetter, a wilderness — and the practice loosens rather than reinforces. A workable mind,
kammaniya, soft and pliant, is listed as one of the fruits of concentration and is prized
above any particular attainment. Impermanence guarantees that the brittle thing will break; the
question is only whether it will be your position, your plan, or your heart.




The Abbey’s PracticeFind the opinion you hold most rigidly and hold it loosely for one day.





Verse 77

The Bow of Heaven

The Tao of heaven is like drawing a bow.

The high is lowered, the low is raised.

The excess is shortened, the deficiency is filled.

The Tao of heaven reduces what is too much

and adds to what is not enough.

The human way is different:

it takes from those who lack

to give to those who have too much.

Who can have enough to give to the world?

Only one who has the Tao.

Thus the sage acts without leaning,

works without holding on,

and has no wish to display merit.


☯The Taoist Seed

An archer strings a bow by pulling down the high end and lifting the low one, and heaven is said to
work the same way — a constant, unsentimental redistribution that requires no ideology to
explain it. Then the flattest sentence in the book: the human way is the opposite, taking from those
who lack in order to give to those who already have too much. No anger is expressed. It is simply
noted, the way one notes a river running the wrong way. And the one who can give to the world is the
one with the Tao, because only a person who has stopped needing has anything spare.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

He has filled the hungry with good things, and the rich He has sent away empty. The Jubilee year
returns the land, cancels the debts, and frees the slaves on a fixed cycle, because the human way
requires periodic correction by law. In the first community they had all things in common and
distribution was made to each as any had need. And the widow’s two coins are counted as more
than all the rest, since heaven’s arithmetic measures what is left, not what is given.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Dana is the first perfection and the first practice taught to laypeople, before ethics and before
meditation, because generosity is what loosens the grip that everything else depends on loosening.
The Sangha holds its requisites in common and distributes them by need; the robe cloth goes to the
monk whose robe is worn, and seniority does not enter into it. And giving without display is the pure
form: the highest gift, say the commentaries, is the one where nothing returns to the giver, not even
a good feeling about himself.




The Abbey’s PracticeMove something you have surplus of to someone who is short of it, quietly.





Verse 78

Nothing Softer Than Water

Nothing in the world is softer and weaker than water.

Yet for attacking the hard and strong,

nothing can surpass it.

There is no substitute.

The weak overcomes the strong.

The soft overcomes the hard.

Everyone knows this,

but no one practices it.

Therefore the sage says:

The one who takes the country’s disgrace

is the master of the soil.

The one who takes the country’s misfortune

is the king of the world.

The truth seems like its opposite.


☯The Taoist Seed

Everyone knows this, and no one practices it — the most honest sentence in the book about the
gap between understanding and living. Water is offered one final time as the irreplaceable teacher,
and then the verse makes an unexpected leap into politics with a definition of legitimacy that no
dynasty ever adopted: the ruler is the one who takes the country’s disgrace onto himself. Not
the one who accepts its honors. The one who absorbs its shame. And the closing line is the
book’s signature, applied to itself.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Surely He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; He was wounded for our transgressions, and
by His stripes we are healed. Here the parallel is almost unbearable: the one who takes the
nation’s disgrace is enthroned, and the inscription over the cross reads King. He did
not retaliate but entrusted Himself to Him who judges justly. The Orthodox call this the victory
— trampling down death by death — and it is the softest conquest ever recorded.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

Patience is the water that wears down the rock of hatred, and it is called the supreme austerity
for that reason. The bodhisattva’s practice of tonglen is this verse made into a
breath: take in the darkness of others, send out relief, and do it deliberately, on the inhale and
the exhale. Shantideva says the enemy is the teacher of patience and therefore worthy of gratitude.
Everyone knows it. Almost no one does it.




The Abbey’s PracticeTake the blame for one small thing that was not entirely your fault.





Verse 79

The Left-Hand Tally

After a great quarrel, old resentments remain.

What can be done?

The sage holds the left-hand tally

and does not press the other person for payment.

Those with power take care of the tally.

Those without power pursue the collection.

The Tao of heaven is impartial.

It stays with the good person.


☯The Taoist Seed

A contract in ancient China was a tally split in two; the creditor kept the left half and could
produce it to demand payment. The sage holds it and never presents it. The verse begins by admitting
what most reconciliations pretend otherwise about — after a great quarrel, resentment remains,
and no settlement removes the residue. What can be done? Only this: someone has to decline to
collect. And the line about power is precise. Those who have it can afford to hold the tally; those
who lack it must chase what they are owed.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors — and the language of the prayer is
financial in Greek, not metaphorical. The servant forgiven ten thousand talents goes out and seizes a
fellow servant by the throat over a hundred denarii, and the whole parable turns on a tally that was
produced. Seventy times seven. Forgiveness in this tradition is not the feeling that the debt was
never real; it is the decision not to present the left-hand half of the contract.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

He abused me, he struck me, he defeated me, he robbed me — in those who harbor such thoughts
hatred is never appeased. Forgiveness meditation is a formal practice with its own liturgy of
phrases, and it is aimed at the practitioner’s own liberation rather than at the other
person’s absolution. The resentment is a debt you are carrying in both directions at once. Put
the tally down, and the weight goes with it.




The Abbey’s PracticeName one debt someone owes you, and decide, today, not to collect it.





Verse 80

Small Country, Few People

Let the country be small, the people few.

Let them have tools by the tens and hundreds, but not use them.

Let the people hold death in awe and not travel far.

Though there are boats and carriages, no one rides them.

Though there are armor and weapons, no one displays them.

Let the people return to knotting rope and using it.

They will find their food sweet,

their clothes beautiful,

their homes restful,

their customs joyful.

The neighboring country is so close

you can hear the dogs and roosters,

yet the people grow old and die

without visiting each other.


☯The Taoist Seed

The book’s only utopia, and it is deliberately small. Notice that the tools, boats, and
weapons all exist — nothing has been destroyed or forbidden, and the people simply have no
occasion to use them, which is a far stronger claim than prohibition. The four lines at the heart of
it are the definition of contentment: the food tastes good, the clothes are beautiful, the house is
restful, the customs are a pleasure. Nothing has improved except the appetite. And the last image is
either the loneliest or the most peaceful in Chinese literature, depending entirely on the reader.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

Aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands. Every man under his
vine and under his fig tree, and none shall make them afraid — the prophetic vision of peace is
the same size as this one, a village rather than an empire. The Church has kept the form: the small
skete, the house church, the parish that fits in one room. And the Eucharist itself is bread and wine
on one table for the people who could walk there.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The monastery is this village. The Sangha was designed at a scale where everyone knows everyone,
disputes are settled face to face, and the bell can be heard from the furthest hut. Few requisites,
simple food, no travel during the rains — and the contentment is not imposed, it is the
predictable result of removing the stimulation. Better than a hundred years lived in restlessness is
a single day lived in peace.




The Abbey’s PracticeStay within walking distance of your own house for one whole day.





Verse 81

True Words Are Not Beautiful

True words are not beautiful.

Beautiful words are not true.

The good do not argue.

Those who argue are not good.

The wise are not learned.

The learned are not wise.

The sage does not hoard.

The more they do for others, the more they have.

The more they give, the more they receive.

The Tao of heaven benefits, never harms.

The Tao of the sage does, never competes.


☯The Taoist Seed

The last verse turns on the book itself, which has just spent eighty chapters being beautiful.
That is the final teaching: distrust the pleasure this gave you, and go do something. Three pairs
strip away the ornaments of eloquence, victory, and erudition, and then the verse ends on the one
positive law it is willing to state without qualification — giving increases the giver. The
final line is the whole book in seven words. The sage acts, and does not compete. Nothing else has
been said from the first chapter to this one.


✞The Gospel and Eastern Orthodox Echo

My speech was not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power.
Give, and it will be given to you, pressed down, shaken together, running over — the arithmetic
of this verse, stated as a promise. It is more blessed to give than to receive. The servant of the
Lord must not quarrel. And the last line describes a life that ended in giving everything away and
competing with no one, which the Church has spent two thousand years failing and returning to.


✿The Buddhist Whisper

The teaching is for crossing over, not for holding on to — and a man who has crossed and
still carries the raft on his head has misunderstood everything. Dana is the first perfection because
it is where the loosening begins, and the tradition observes plainly that the generous heart is the
lighter one. Disputation is discouraged in the suttas as the pastime of those who have not yet
practiced. Set the book down now. Go and do one of these things.




The Abbey’s PracticeClose the book and do one thing from it before opening it again.





  Thus Ends the Harmony of the Three Lamps

  Each verse, a single flame, but the light is one.

  
  The Taoist master bows to the Old Child at the western pass.

  The Eastern priest bows to the Galilean who washed feet.

  The monk bows to the sage of the Shakya clan.

  Three bows, one floor.

  ☯   ✞   ✿





  Colophon

  
  The Tao of the White Lotus presents the Tao Te Ching in plain English with three-voice
  commentary, in the tradition of the White Lotus Society founded by Huiyuan at Mount Lu in 386 and
  continued at Golden Flower Abbey. The commentaries were written to be read one verse a day for
  eighty-one days, and then again.

  
    White Lotus Society Publications

    Golden Flower Abbey · goldenflower.ch

    Set in Cormorant Garamond and Josefin Sans
  

  ✿
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