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Introduction - A Taoist Life

Life is mysterious, filled with wonder, suffused with tragedy and loss, ephemeral, transient, and 

beautiful. It is not a problem to be solved or a mountain to conquer. It is an unfolding experience 

to be felt and savored with all the attention we can possibly bring to it. It has its full measure of 

pain but does not need to have the pressure and stress we have brought to it by our mental 

gymnastics. 

I am now in my seventieth year of this adventure. I have walked along varied paths through the 

early part of these years, but settled, thirty years ago, into a way of experiencing life that was 

taught by a gentle Chinese philosopher who lived in China in the Sixth Century, B.C.E. His name 

was Lao-Tzu, and his only written work was The Tao Te Ching (The Book of the Way and its 

Virtue). It is comprised of 81 short poetic chapters, each pointing out some characteristic of the 

Tao. "Tao" is a Chinese character that can have many translations. It literally means "way or 

path" and can be used to mean anything from an ordinary path through the woods to the "Way 

Life Unfolds Itself In All It's Mystery..."

Lao-Tzu's philosophy is not religious and does not advocate any particular belief system. His 

observations on life are precursors to the Scientific Method, in the sense that he bases his advice 

for living on careful observation of "what is" rather than on what he thinks "should be" or what 

he wishes it "would be." He carefully watched the changing of seasons, the flow of water, the 

grace of animal movement, and all the myriad ways life presented itself, and from this 

immersion in the Way Things Are, he developed guidelines for aligning one's life with this Way. 

Taoist living is not an esoteric mystic practice, shrouded in the mists of China's ancient 

mountains. It is simply the direct unmeditated experience of life just as it is, not as we think it 

should be or wish it were. It is earthy, sensual, simple, and satisfying. It does not require complex 

or irrational belief systems and does not insist on complex rituals or sophisticated 

understandings. It has a minimalist quality about it. It finds the essence of life in a moment by 

moment experience of the ordinary. The more distractions and diversions available, the more the 

mind will choose to spin stories that keep us trapped within a mental fabrication while our real 

life goes on unnoticed.



I have translated The Tao Te Ching once before and that translation is contained in my book, A 

Path and a Practice published by Da Capo Press. (My books in print can be found in the 

appendix of this book) In Thirty Days of Tao I am adding a new translation of certain verses. I'm 

several years older now, and the text speaks to me with a different flavor at this point in my life. 

That is the wonder of the Tao Te Ching: its expressions are limitless. The flexibility of Chinese 

characters allows each verse to be understood by a person reading at a specific time and to be 

expressed in a unique manner.

I hope this month-long journey with The Tao Te Ching is helpful to you. You are reading at a 

specific moment, sometime in my future but in your "now." Whatever the gap in time and place, 

we are sharing a timeless moment - my "now" of writing and your "now" of reading. I'm glad 

you're here. I'm glad it's now. Enjoy the walk.

Bill Martin

Chico, California

July 2014



Day 1 - Embodiment

Ordinary things and the mysterious Tao seem separate,

only because our mind has made the separation.

The unknown dark country of the Tao is entered through the gate of ordinary things.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 1 - Trans. William Martin

I make it so much harder than it really is.

I look for esoteric truths and hidden secrets

that will at last make sense of life’s chaotic mess.

And so my mind keeps busy with philosophy

and scholarly inquiry into dusty books.

My spouse is a bookbinder and she knows better.

“The book itself is all you need,” she says.

“Hold it in your hands and feel its texture, note its weight.

They say you can not judge a book 

by looking at its cover, but you can. 

The cover is important, the words are nice, 

but the book itself,

the artifact you see and hold,

That,” she tells me, “is the Tao.”

I knew that.

R

A friend gave me the advice, “Above all, be a good animal.” She didn’t mean the “good” part in 

any moral sense whatsoever. She meant, “Above all, inhabit your body with ease, fluidity, and 



without conscious effort.” One of the qualities that gives Taoist thought a somewhat different 

perspective from many other philosophical/spiritual systems is its insistence that the good life is 

an embodied life. There are certainly some deep conceptual truths in the writings of Lao-Tzu and 

his students Chuang-Tzu and Lieh-Tzu, but these concepts are not the starting point of Taoist 

practice. The starting point is the body. Once we learn to fully inhabit our own bodies, we are 

invited, by our own nature, to gradually incorporate an expanding circle of life into our 

experiential awareness. 

The Unity of all Being is a conceptual idea within Taoism, Buddhism, and all mystical branches 

of the world’s spiritualities. But the conceptual idea is not really a helpful place to begin. Starting 

with some concept of Unity and then attempting, through the use of our conditional mental 

habits, to cram our experience of life into that mold brings us nothing but mental cramps. We 

cannot pretend that we are not deeply sensual creatures, at one time in our lives naturally attuned 

to a magnificent interplay of sensations and feelings we could not name but were always 

experiencing in a direct manner. 

“The tao that can be spoken is not the Eternal Tao,” says Lao-Tzu. Forms are merely expressions 

of the formless Tao. The growth of the mystery we have called “the Cosmos,” is a way that this 

Tao is expressing itself in infinite dimensions, spaces, times, and forms. I am the Tao expressing 

itself as Bill-in-this-moment. If I want to have a hint of what that mystery might mean, I have to 

become intimately familiar with Tao-as-Bill-right-now. I have to become that which I truly am - 

a sensing, feeling, touching, hearing, smelling, seeing being. I may then enjoy conceptualizing 

my experience, putting it into words and images. But if I don’t begin with, and return to, the 

animal experience, I end up talking about talk, having ideas about ideas, and believe the delusion 

that I am dealing with reality. 

Ways of practicing embodiment:

• Pay attention to the texture and taste of each bite of food.

• Allow all sounds to mingle in a sort of “music” despite conditioned judgments.

• Within reason, don't resist uncomfortable sensations; allowing a curiosity as to the nature of 

pain, restlessness, hunger, and other discomforts.

• Dance.

• Make love.



• Practice Qigong, tai chi, or yoga - by yourself or with a group.

• Walk in beautiful surroundings.

• Walk anywhere - letting the surroundings be what they are.

• Keep your attention on the person or persons you're with.

• Keep your body in relaxed attentiveness when active and in soft relaxation when at rest.

I am eating a small helping of chips as I sit at my desk and write these words. Habitually, chips 

are treated as “cram” food - that is, I cram them in my mouth in a fairly mindless manner while 

focusing my attention on something else - my work, a video, a book. This appears to be the 

designed purpose of snack food. But, since I am writing about embodiment and, as usual, trying 

to communicate to others what I myself need most to hear, I am pausing in my writing each time 

I take a chip, and enjoying the taste. 

I'm not doing this in an absurdly self-conscious way - the oh so spiritual,  “Now I’m taking the 

chip and now I’m putting it in my mouth”  That is a caricature of mindfulness. I’m merely 

stopping and enjoying the chip, then going on with my work. It's not esoteric or self conscious. 

It's simply embodied.

Question: What things bring you out of the cavern of your mind? What lures you into the touch 

and taste of the world as it is? What frightens you and sends you scampering back into the safety 

of thoughts and ideas?



Day 2 - No Mind

Music consists of sound and silence

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 2 - Trans. William Martin

Descartes was wrong.

It’s not the thinking that makes me 

what I truly am.

The song that’s me is found

by listening to the silence

in between the thoughts.

Without the silence of the Tao

my thoughts would be mere useless noise.

(Know the feeling?)

Only thoughts born in the silence

can make their contribution

to the melody of me.

R

I wonder if our “information age” is a sign of progress or a profound symptom of a failure to 

achieve that which the sages have said lies only in the realm of mushin - no mind? This no mind 

is not that of idiocy or ignorance. It is the spaciousness that is present when the conditioned, 

socialized, habitual chatter is quiet. 

The conscious mind functions with the data it perceives through the various senses. This 

perception, of course, is conditioned by a myriad of factors - genetics, environment, experiences, 

society, peers, authorities, etc. So the conscious rational mind, valuable as it is, is applied to a 

vast amount of misperceived and superfluous information. Applying a rational process to a semi-

rational set of data does not result in a satisfying conclusion. The answers we derive from our 



conditioned mind are only as good as the information; and the information perceived by our 

conscious mind is always less than accurate.

Only the “no-mind,” the empty mind, can provide a source of peace.  It is not a peace devoid of 

activity. The brain continues to process stimulus, notice sensations, store essential information, 

and coordinate the millions of unconscious operations that allow the body to function. In fact, in 

"no-mind" it does these natural processes in a far more efficient manner than when the mind is 

clogged with fears, desires, and advertising jingles. It is empty of the conditioned chatter and free 

to work, just as the body circulates blood best when the arteries and veins are empty of plaque 

and cholesterol. 

In my experience, any attempt to try to empty my mind, merely fills it with more thoughts about 

trying to have no thoughts. The mushin state is not something attained by effort. It is actually a 

cessation of effort that does the trick. The paradox is, of course, that this lack of effort must be 

practiced. I must be willing to continually stop, look at my environment without any agenda or 

self-talk, and simply see, hear, and experience the essence of "what is" at the moment.

Only the empty mind can be filled with wonder.

Practice: Pay attention today to those spaces in between your thoughts. Practice letting those 

moments expand a bit, last a few seconds longer. Look around without thinking about it for a bit. 

Don’t worry, you won’t lose your mind. In fact, you may find it once again.



Day 3 - Wandering Taoist

Journeys consist of leaving - and arriving.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 2 - Trans. William Martin

My mind fills up with moments past their time,

while countless other moments arrive

then pass unnoticed.

It’s hard to live from moment to moment

without accumulating memories

that mask the present,

skew it into a form of the past.

I write this word,

and the next arrives in my mind.

I have this thought,

and then

the next one comes.

Memory weaves an illusory web

that seems to create a solid thing,

but it is really this,

then this,

then this.

R

Taoist thought presents a very interesting image of the happy person - the “Wandering Taoist.” 

This person is pictured as a simple wanderer traveling along through life with few possessions 

and few burdens. He does not take himself seriously. He does not worry about the coming and 

going of the things of life, but simply shows up for whatever happens.



I often wonder how this Wandering Taoist would respond to the myriad issues and problems that 

seem to be facing our world today? I would like to offer one possible perspective. It is just one 

among many, for the Tao does not provide rigid rules. But it illustrates the direction in which my 

heart is moving.

This Wandering Taoist is more of a poet than a politician and is not moved by polemics. A billion 

dollars can be spent on television campaign spots but he will never see them because he does not 

own a TV. Blame can be heaped upon opponents heads and he will not notice, for the concept of 

blame does not exist for him. Passionate calls to save the world will cause him to ask, “Can I 

stop the Wheel of Yin and Yang from turning? For all I know, the world is in the process of 

saving itself from us.”

His caring is not measured by his urgency, but by his complete attention to whatever is directly 

in front of him. He lets the joy and sadness inherent in each moment mix within him to create a 

deep appreciation of all that is. He knows that this mysterious life can not be captured by or 

explained with linear logic, so he limits his expression to a few words, short poems, and brief 

essays. He attempts to take into account both the beauty and the transience of life, blending these 

into a practical sense of appreciation, simplicity, and humor.

 Rather than the somewhat nihilistic response of, “Eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we 

die,” The Wandering Taoist might say, “Eat, drink, and enjoy life for no reason whatsoever. Just 

appreciate it, keep it simple, and laugh as much as possible. Let go of the burdensome list of 

objectives that someone, somewhere, has declared make for a meaningful life. Life has room for 

everything - feasting and fasting, tipsiness and sobriety, joy and sorrow, gain and loss, living and 

dying."

Power brokers and politicians will continue in their futile attempts to control events. They will 

reinforce their walls only to have the ceiling fall on their heads. They will prop up the ceiling 

only to watch the foundation crumble. The Taoist will wander amidst the ruins with some water, 

a bit of food, and some encouragement to the bruised and battered. Then he will help build huts 

and pavilions where once stood massive buildings. 

Appreciation and simplicity are the foundations for his behavior. As he appreciates his life, he 

naturally nurtures and cares for living beings.  This leads him to a simplification of his life, not 



because he should, but because it enhances his freedom and enjoyment. He walks more, uses 

less, and moves more slowly through his life, not because he’s trying to save the planet, but 

because it pleases him.

I enjoy imagining this “wandering” life.  I let my thoughts become those that support the 

enjoyment of tastes, touches, sights, sounds, and aromas - all of the pleasures of a human life. In 

the place of an overly-serious, linear, and burdensome view of life, I am finding a Zorba-like 

intensity of joy and delight. Poems are beginning to replace polemics in my mind. 

Practice: Experience each moment as it really is rather than as something spun of memories and 

fears. If it’s painful, it will pass. If it’s full of joy, it will pass. Don’t miss it. Savor it. Care for it, 

then let it go.



Day 4 - Energy in Motion

The more you use the Tao, the more it is available for use.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 5 - Trans. William Martin

Muscles fatigue

and bones grow weary.

I feel sometimes the tiredness of the years

settling on my shoulders

and permeating my joints.

I take a breath and rest a bit,,

then go on with life.

When I sit and rest,

I am using the Tao,

appreciating it,

and honoring it.

I may get weary

but the Tao does not.

R

One of the most rigid assumptions my conditioned mind has formed about life is that I am this 

solid thing, this physical body whose structure is understandable in anatomical and chemical 

terms alone. This assumption means that injury, illness, and death are processes that can be 

explained by, and are limited to, a mechanical and biochemical understanding of life. I have been 

questioning this assumption for many years, but it has held on tight, anchored firmly in the 

depths of my conditioned brain. 

More recently this assumption has begun to lose its grip. I am starting to have an actual 

experience of my body as a dance of energy and not merely a system of machines, levers, and 



pulleys. This has come through the practice of Qigong (pronounced “Chee-gong”). Qigong is an 

ancient practice that has roots which reach back through millennia, deep into the culture of Taoist 

China. The term itself means, “Energy Work.” It has developed thousands of expressions over 

the centuries, based on the understanding and experience of the body as a flow of energy rather 

than a solid artifact. 

Recently I took a tumble over the handlebars of my bicycle and landed on the pavement in 

Bidwell Park. A passerby helped me check for broken bones and assisted in fixing the minor 

damage to my bike. I managed to ride the three miles home with several areas of my body in 

various degrees of pain. Nancy helped get me washed up, bandaged, and into a comfortable chair 

where I sat and contemplated the possibility of a long siege of swelling, pain, and vivid colors of 

the black, green, and blue portion of the spectrum. 

That evening I sensed that a session of Qigong would be helpful. As I intuitively went through 

the gentle and meditative movements and focused on moving the energy through the injured 

places of my body, I felt a profound awareness of my body as an energy system. I was aware of a 

flow through my injured leg, my bruised hand, and abraded arm. I finished the 30 minute session 

with a sense of having enabled healing responses at a much deeper level than skin, muscle and 

bone. I slept comfortably that night and have been comfortable ever since. I am banged-up to be 

sure, but nothing like I expected. 

This is anecdotal evidence, not hard data. But it is an experience that has had a profound effect 

on my assumptions about the nature of reality. Trained as a scientist, I am aware of the mysteries 

of Physics at the quantum level. I have known intellectually that matter is simply energy in 

motion. I have even “believed” in the usefulness of energy medicine. But I’m beginning to 

“know” rather than believe.

My conditioned mind is fond of reductionist arguments. “Well,” it insists, “what you think you 

feel as energy is merely the movement of molecules within your body’s nervous system. It’s 

nothing mysterious.”

“Ah,” I say, (I love to argue with this part of my mind.) “but what is the movement of molecules 

reduced further?”



“Well,” he answers, “the movement of atoms joined together.”

“I see. And what are these atoms, really?”

“Well,” (he senses trouble ahead) “the motion of sub-atomic particles such as electrons.”

“Ah, and these electrons and such?”

“Well…”

“Might one description be, ‘energy in motion?’”

So I arrive right back at the awareness that my "real life" might be a dance of energy. The bio-

mechanical model is a useful construct and it is not necessary to discard it. But my body is 

beginning to convince me that it is far more mysterious than my assumptions have allowed. 

More assumptions drop away. More direct experiences of the Nature of Life Itself enter in. What 

a ride!

When you’re tired, rest. Remember you are a dance of energy. The very energy of the Tao is 

available to you; is you.



Day 5 - Planning

The Master stays behind us, thus can truly guide us.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 7 - Trans. William Martin

My inner Self

is never out ahead of me

with plans and schemes and goals.

Never pulling,

never pushing,

never urgent.

This part of me has no agenda,

no place it needs to go,

nothing it has to prove.

So the guidance I receive

when I take time to listen,

has a gentle feel about it;

calm and fearless,

balanced and clear.

R

“Those who fail to plan are planning to fail.” Like most maxims, this old favorite has a ring of 

common sense. It also rings of stress, anxiety, and suffering. A plan can never fully succeed. If 

one seems to succeed, it is only for a moment. All plans eventually crumble to dust. 

The options in modern life seem to be bipolar: success/failure. In reality, life is never defined by 

these polarities. For a modern twist on an old Zen/Sufi tale, I offer the farmer who planted 

twenty acres in almond trees. He worked diligently for five years in the small orchard and it 

produced a bountiful crop at a time when the almond prices were at their height. “What a success 



you are,” said his neighbors, “certainly the result of good planning.” The farmer replied, “Who 

knows?”

The next year a blight destroyed the orchard. “What a failure,” the neighbors tsked, “you should 

have been prepared for this.” The farmer replied, “Who knows?”

The farmer’s family worked hard for another year, cutting back on expenses and living simply, 

enjoying each other’s company without many distractions. “What a close family you have,” the 

neighbors said, “you must be very proud.” “Who knows?” the farmer said.

Then the farmer’s youngest daughter ran away with a wild young man who drove fast cars and 

played computer games. “How terrible for you,” the neighbors said, “to have your daughter fail 

you that way.” “Who knows?” the farmer said.

A year later the daughter came back to the farm having married the young man who now owned 

a tech start-up company worth one billion dollars. The couple wanted to make up for their 

inconsiderate behavior by building a new modern house for the farmer and his wife. “How 

wonderful,” the neighbors chortled, “you have it made now with a rich son-in-law.” The farmer 

said,… well you know how the story goes.

Life is not a bipolar game of win/lose or success/failure.  It is an organic, flowing, growing thing. 

It is unpredictable. The happy person is the one who spends a minimum amount of time in 

necessary planning and a maximum amount of time savoring, enjoying, adapting, and flowing 

with events.

The part of the mind that is magnificent in its ability to conceive and build a bridge is not the part 

that is capable of “building” a life. The elements of life do not “fit together” as do the elements 

of a bridge. Life is organic and the brain is organic. The parts blend together in a wondrous “here 

and now” with no effort but with incredible energy. The Tao Mind is spacious and free enough to 

let the “bridge-building” mind plan and build its bridges, while life continues to grow organically 

and the spirit continues to dance in the winds of the Tao.

Of course setting my mind to certain tasks with some sort of rational step-taking is natural. But 

I’ve given up goals, objectives, and all the other essentials for success. They’ve never served to 

bring anything but a sense of falling short, or, if achieved, never brought peace or contentment. 



Now I just use my intelligence, my gifts, and my awareness to move through the day in whatever 

manner seems to be satisfying and helpful. Sometimes the day crashes around me, but overall I 

am amazed at the things I’ve “accomplished” without a plan, goal, or objective. I would not 

advise that you never “plan,” but I would issue a strong caution to take such a thing lightly, hold 

it loosely, and keep your awareness broad and open to possibilities other than “the Plan.”

We need not trust that part of us who regularly trots out plans and goals and urges us to follow. 

We can trust instead the part of us who doesn’t lead like this, but accomplishes many things 

because it really doesn’t need a thing.



Day 6 - Intervention

If you cast blame when failure occurs,

there is never an end to the blame.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 79 - trans. William Martin

There is an elephant in the room.

It's destroying the furniture, crapping on the carpet,

and making the whole house unfit for habitation.

It's too big to push out, too wily to coax out,

and too satisfied to change its habits.

It's here because we feed it, water it,

and depend on it to scare away the rats.

Maybe if we ignore it,

it will go away.

R

At times I feel like the society in which I live is abusive and insane. Our political leaders behave 

like pre-school children - throwing sand, taunting, calling each other names, and holding their 

breath until they get their way. The poor and needy have their essential services cut while the 

richest one percent have their taxes cut. Demented clergymen burn the Koran in the name of 

Jesus. Media outlets promulgate bias and fear. We frantically try to produce enough bread and 

circuses to distract and divert us, but production lags behind demand because it is getting harder 

and harder to ignore the direction this hand-basket is heading.

So what shall I do? I am a part of this global asylum just like everyone else and I have learned 

that there is no point in punishing myself or anyone else for what is. The only reasonable course 

of action is to gently turn my attention in the direction of compassionate awareness; to examine 

and discard from my life ideas, habits, products, and activities that arise from delusion. But how 



do I stop my own delusional behavior without calling other people, “wrong?” How do I find my 

way without insisting that other people follow me? How do I act in compassion for other people 

and, at the same time, cease to support what is, to me, insanity?

I taught chemical dependency counseling as a college instructor for many years. In the student’s 

course work, intervention was taught as one of the primary techniques for dismantling the system 

of addiction and co-dependency that holds dysfunctional family systems in place. It is a complex 

and difficult process in which all family members and friends attempt to compassionately 

confront the addict with an ultimatum: “Stop your use of addictive chemicals or we will no 

longer engage with you. You must stop, or we will leave.” An intervention has a dual purpose. It 

may spur the addict to get help, but its primary purpose is to free the family and friends from the 

dysfunctional suffering of their co-dependency. “We will leave,” they say, “because we can no 

longer let your addiction hold our lives captive to suffering.”

An essential, and too often ignored, element of a successful intervention is the willingness of 

family and friends to follow through on their ultimatum. But usually they are drawn back into the 

system by the sophisticated strategies of the addict. “Well,” they reason, “It would be too hard to 

disengage so we’ll try once again to see if we can't fix the person. Perhaps if we just try harder; 

find one more technique; or bring more pressure to bear we can finally change them.”

It never works! The system stays in place. The co-dependent members of the system continue to 

feel they are “doing their best to bring about change,” but they are powerless against the 

addictive process. 

This brings me to the Taoist idea of compassionate disengagement. Lao-Tzu and others, 

watching and working with society for decades, saw that the Tao was consistently ignored by 

their society’s addiction to power, wealth, and greed. Disengagement became the only 

compassionate response left. I believe that is the only compassionate response left to us as well. 

To the degree that it is possible, the Taoist withdraws support from the addictive system. It is not 

from a lack of caring. It is from a deep realization that the ultimate painful “tough love” act of 

compassion is to leave the addict to the consequences of their habit.

In my case the addict is the socially conditioned mind-set that is self-perpetuating, insane, and 

completely willing to destroy the Earth to keep its assumptions of expansion, exploitation, and 



abuse in place. I am part of this mind set. I am also part of a vast addictive family in which I am 

just as  co-dependent and enabling as anyone else. There is an elephant in the room and no one is 

talking about it. Everyone is either distracting or blaming someone else. I am feeling the fear that 

a member of an alcoholic family feels when they realize that they have to speak up. They know 

they are going to be met with anger, condescension, and denial. They are going to be called naive 

and foolish. But they ultimately screw up the courage to say, “This is going to kill me if I stay. 

I’m not participating any more. I’ll die if I do.”

My own “intervention” is much more complicated than simply leaving a family system. Where 

shall I go? Non-participation in the system that has for so long been my life is something I’ll 

have to figure out as I go along. I’ve taken some steps and faltered quite a bit. I’ll make more 

mistakes along the way, but I’m not going to play any more. I’m not going to pretend that war is 

peace; that pharisaism is holiness; or that more is better. I’m going to unplug so that I can truly 

connect with others; to slow down so that I can truly live; and to no longer practice believing the 

fantasies of authority. I’m going to walk, bus or bike whenever I can; eat real food; talk face to 

face; and live according to my heart. 

It is time for an intervention, my friends. We all know the system is dysfunctional, we know it! 

We all want to pretend we can fix it if we just try a little harder, be a little nicer, or go to our 

room and turn up the sound. But it won’t work. We’ll die unless we stop. I know my diagnosis is 

correct, but I’m not as sure about the specific treatment. We each have to figure that out 

according to our own intuition. We must start now to decide what steps we are going to take for 

our own sanity, for our own lives, and for the lives of our grandchildren.



Day 7 - Quietism

Life flows like water and correct action arises naturally.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 8 - trans. William Martin

It seems that we are always choosing

“this” or “that” but is that true?

Water does not choose its path,

but moves with power and ease

over, through, around, or under

any seeming obstacle,

and never fails to reach its ocean home.

Perhaps we only think we make decisions.

Such thinking tightens our mind in loops,

always wondering, “is this right?”

or, “why did I do that?”

Do we choose?

Or do we simply act according to what’s here?

When we see just what it is thats “here,”

the decision follows in a flow

of natural action, minus

excess thinking.

R

No matter how my conditioned mind tries to present counter-arguments, I am more and more 

aware that Taoist thought is, by nature, quietist. I must also admit that I have been attracted to it 

over the decades because I, too, am by nature quietist. I am also, by conditioning, a “liberal 

Democrat” and thus am often mired in the attempt to whip myself into taking correct action; to 



“think globally” and to “be part of the solution.” I have come to the conclusion that such 

imperatives merely tie me up in knots. My mind can’t possibly think globally. Trying to do so 

merely projects my conditioning out in all directions attempting to figure things out, fix things, 

and control things. Trying to be part of the solution assumes that I have any notion of what is 

really going on, when I don’t. But to allow myself to admit that I am a quietist by nature seems 

almost treasonous. It helps me to remember some truths about Lao-Tzu’s approach to quietism.

Quietism is not passive. It can be quite active and is always directly engaged with life here and 

now. But it does not seek to control events. It does not try to fix anything or anyone else by its 

actions, but merely lets the actions themselves be sufficient. Since these actions don’t arise out of 

the need to fix or to control, they are not subject to the whims of conditioned thought and 

cultural fears. They aren’t the result of some voice pushing me through the day constantly 

seeking to find the right thing to do, to be, and to say. 

Taoism does not urge me to have compassion for all beings. It is enough to be present with 

whatever being is before me in the moment - my beloved spouse, my friend sitting across the 

table at my favorite coffee shop telling me of his hopes, the hummingbird sitting at the feeder 

inches from my head, the Red-shouldered Hawk screeching overhead as I walk through the park. 

Taoist quietism is compassionate without having any set idea of what "compassion" means or 

prescribed rules for how it should be enacted.  There are no bodhisattvas in Taoism. The Virtue 

of the Tao (called “Te”) flows in every being and it naturally takes compassionate action when it 

is not blocked by thinking and over-conceptualization. 

Taoist quietism is not withdrawn from the world. It is firmly anchored in the real world of touch, 

taste, sight, sound, and smell. It is, however, withdrawn from the pressure of conditioned mind 

that seeks to control the uncontrollable and interfere with the flow of events, often in the name of 

compassion. It is a concrete quietism which does not impose agendas or morals, but instead 

simply "does without ado."



Day 8 - Identity

Thinking that we are simply an isolated body/self

is at the heart of our sadness and suffering.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 13 - trans. William Martin

In the back of my mind.

and often in the front,

I sense the end of time approaching

and I feel my body stiffen

holding rigid against its dying.

The love and joy of life

slips away, replaced by wondering

what it’s really all about.

Watching the sun set and turn the sky to gold,

I remain lost in sadness, holding on

to how unfair it seems that I can’t have 

a million more of these.

The gold and yellow glow fades away

while I am wanting more.

R

I am legion. There is no solid identity within the ego structure of my mind to which I can point 

and say, “this is me.” At the moment, my spouse, Nancy, is in Tucson at a bookbinding 

workshop. Whenever she travels I become aware of the ever-shifting nature of this concept 

called, “me.” Nancy and I are deeply connected and find great contentment and comfort in each 

other’s presence. The pleasant routines of our life together unfold in a somewhat predictable 



fashion which supports identities such as, “I am the one who visits with his spouse while 

drinking an early morning cup of coffee.”

When these routines are not in place I am more aware of the multitude of personas which inhabit 

my mind. For instance, there is a youngster who becomes unsettled and anxious when the central 

other person in his life is not around. He is emotionally around six or seven years old and has 

projected mother-dependencies onto that person. There is also someone who delights in the 

freedom to eat, work, play, and sleep without checking with another person. He is emotionally a 

teenager and needs individuation and independence. 

I notice how quickly I can shift between these two. One moment I am counting the moments 

until Nancy returns, feeling a homesickness in my chest and throat that I remember from early 

days in grade school. The next moment I am happy to be alone, anticipating a day in which I will 

do whatever strikes me as pleasant in the moment. There are many other, less obvious, personas 

within my mind that flit into and out of consciousness. Each hears and sees things through his 

own filters. Each, for the time he is constellated, seems to be, “me.”

These personas, constellations of mental process that we lump under the umbrella word, “ego,” 

are formed in relationship to the persons and events of our life. They are also held in place by 

persons and events. Each persona is connected with a complex web of stories that play over and 

over, telling us who we are, what our life means, and what we can and cannot do. Each has a 

certain reality, but is not “really real.” Each has his own fears, desires, and preferences. 

Something as simple as a cloud covering the sun can initiate a shift from one who is content to 

one who has a vague anxious feeling. A song, a color, a scent, a word from a friend, a random 

memory, or any one of a thousand other triggers can cause “me” to subtly shift. 

I have what might be called an intuition, based on a growing accumulation of experience, that 

there is a “Me” who is not any of these personas. Times like now, when Nancy is away and my 

life does not have its usual structures that keep certain personas comfortably in place, give me an 

opportunity to practice bringing my awareness to this more mysterious “Me” that underlies all 

the others. I can’t pin this down. When I try, I merely create another sub-persona, another set of 

mental stories. But I am aware of what might be called a Spaciousness, a Compassionate 



Container in which all the young, transient, and dependent parts of me that define most of my 

life can be viewed dispassionately but with great compassion.

When all is said and done, this deep mysterious Me is the only source of freedom and 

contentment; the only identity where all the elements of my consciousness can find belonging 

and safety. This “Me” is not another construct, though I am constantly trying to make it so. This 

“Me” is an unnamable, indescribable, Awareness. I can’t think of anything to truly call it. I guess 

I’ll call it, “Tao.”

We are more than simply a floating piece of flesh upon the sea of life. It feels as if we are, but we 

truly are much more than that. When you watch the sun rise or set today, remember that you are 

the way the Tao sees life. You are the eyes and ears it uses. You are the Tao.



Day 9 - Dance to the Music

Filling our minds with opinions and preferences will make them dull and useless.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 9 - trans. William Martin

If my mind were free of thinking

of likes and dislikes, 

wants and fears,

what would be there 

in the space left vacant?

Another want arising?

Another fear threatening?

Ah, what useless whirring spinning effort

and waste of precious energy.

My mind is capable of seeing Tao in every moment

and I use it to play such silly games.

I’m using a supercomputer to play solitaire.

R

In the morning I often write some pages that are pure stream of consciousness, written merely to 

give my fingers exercise and to let my mind clear and settle for the day. I rise early and brew 

coffee. Then I sit at a desk in the second bedroom of my apartment and sip coffee and let my 

mind slowly wake up as I write. One morning, however, I decided to vary my routine and go out 

to a coffee shop for my brew.

I packed up my MacBook computer and drove over to Beatniks, a coffee shop near my apartment 

that I seldom frequent. On this particular morning I decided, “Let’s give it a try.” I was the first 

customer of the morning and the music was cranked up loud. “Uh oh,” I thought, “this is not my 

kind of music. This may not be the right spot.” I almost turned around, got back in the car, and 



went in search of a spot more conducive to the image of myself that I carry so carefully. But I put 

down my two dollars for a coffee mug, poured myself the house blend and sat down as far from 

the speakers as possible. 

For the first page of writing I was in a resistant, tight, something’s-wrong-here, mood. “I can’t 

write with this god-awful music pounding in my ear,” I told myself. I don’t know what kind of 

music it was - I think the announcer called it, “alternative.” Alternative to what, I don’t know. 

(Don’t laugh at me. I stopped my musical education when I put down my five-string banjo and 

left the Shingle Springs Stump Thumpers Bluegrass Band about forty years ago.)

I sat there trying to write while ignoring and repressing the music. Then something amazing 

happened. In the space of a moment my resistance dropped away and I felt the unfamiliar 

rhythms of this music begin to move through my fingers as they played over the keyboard of my 

laptop. I stopped thinking about what I was writing and let go of my opinions about the music. 

Instead I began to feel the energy waves that the music produced in the room. It was not that I 

suddenly liked the music. I didn’t pay attention to the words. But the rhythms, the bounce, the 

flow, the aggressive attacks, and all of the various elements and changes began to manifest in my 

fingers. I didn’t write nonsense but neither did I worry about exactly what I was writing. 

Sentences began to emerge as if they were being created by the music itself. As one song gave 

way to another I let my typing rhythm change without hanging on to the previous melody. 

I let the words appear in a rhythm, in spurts and stops, coming and going and bouncing up and 

down with no real politically correct message or style; no thought as to where they might be 

heading. When the music changed to a slightly different rhythm I shifted the movement of my 

fingers. Words kept appearing - not words that I would usually write. I was reminded of a story 

that one of my mentors, Chungliang Al Huang wrote about himself and Alan Watts as they 

danced their tai chi and sang nonsense syllables together on the grassy lawn by the ocean cliffs at 

Esalen one Summer day long ago.  I felt just a bit of this freedom - of not needing to be or do or 

say any of the tightly controlled (let’s be honest - tight-assed) things that I usually think I should 

during the day. 

The whole flow of music changed again and become bouncy and flowing. I allowed my fingers 

to bounce along the keys in the same manner. My morning writing became a dance rather than a 



discipline. I experienced a flow and acceptance of the rhythms of the day, of the cosmos, of the 

Tao, of the Whole Thing running through me in music to which I would never consciously 

choose to listen. I let it move in a bobbing, dancing, rhythm of short staccato phrases hurled out 

of the music into the head of the listener. My fingers attacked the keys, then stopped and waited a 

moment; then hit, hit the keys again. It didn’t matter what I “wanted” the music to be. The music 

was what it was and my fingers moved with it, created with it, made of it what it wanted to be. 

Often I struggle to write. That morning I was suddenly at the end of five pages and disappointed 

because I wanted to see where the music would take me, so I kept on writing. I never do that.

I didn’t arrive at a point of liking the music. It was not a question of liking or disliking. This was 

just the music that was playing and all I was doing was letting my body, my fingers, and my 

mind, dance to it. What else is life about? What does the Tao ask? Dance to the music you are 

given in the moment.

Do you really need any opinions or preferences today?



Day 10 - Wasting Time

Everyone seeks diversion and distraction.

The Tao does not entertain or amuse

so my life seems dull to others.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 20 - trans. William Martin

Entertained from dawn to dusk,

and after dark, more entertainment still.

Stimulated by images, messages,

games, and stories, 

at work or play

Constant diversion is the norm

and it catches me off guard 

and snares me.

An hour later I come to.

An hour of my life now gone

for nothing.

How silly.

R

My father used to sit on a small wooden bench beneath a pine tree that stood solitary in the small 

field behind his retirement cabin. He didn’t sit and read. He just sat and looked around at the 

field, the trees and the mountains. He would sit sometimes for over an hour as the evening grew 

and the sunlight faded. Then he would come back to the cabin for dinner. 

When is the last time you just “sat there?”



I sit outside the Student Union at the University and watch the students. Half of those who walk 

by, are looking at their cell phones as they walk. Almost every student sitting at tables or benches 

is focused on a phone screen. I see one young man sitting across the plaza under a Redwood tree. 

He is not looking at a phone. I wonder what he is thinking and experiencing. Then I notice the 

ubiquitous white ear buds and see the mesmerized glaze in his eyes and realize that, whatever 

he’s thinking, it’s being piped into his brain from the outside. 

Can anyone simply sit by themselves, no electronic stimulation, no “efficient multi-tasking use 

of time,” no distractions? 

“Productivity R Us,” no wasted time, no siree. Make every minute count. If you’re waiting in 

line at the grocery store you can check your email, pay your insurance bill, and text your friends 

about the basketball game. You certainly don’t want to waste your time watching the people in 

line, noticing how the older woman interacts with the little boy who is probably her grandson, or 

paying attention to the drawn fatigue on the face of the checkout clerk. Why use your valuable 

time in such unproductive activities? Life is urgent and you need to be about it, now. 

Of course you need some “down time.” No one can be productive every moment, though that 

would be preferable. When you absolutely have to take a break, there are millions of distractions 

and diversions that can help. Begin with cable television, that’s a basic strategy for “resting” the 

brain. Scan the internet for videos, songs, and games. Go shopping or to a movie. Take your ATV 

off-road and enjoy the flora beneath your wheels and the fauna scampering out of your path. Yes, 

there are myriad ways of  “resting.” But don’t just sit there. That’s a waste of time.

Between my smart phone and my laptop I have no need of thought whatsoever. Just open my 

head and pour things in. No wonder the Tao is silent and dark.



Day 11 - Argument 

One who follows the Tao

has nothing to argue about,

and can therefore be trusted to speak the truth

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 22 - trans. William Martin

What is, is.

What is not, is not.

If a billion people believe 

that what is not, 

actually is;

it remains what is not. 

If a billion people believe

that what is,

actually is not;

it remains what is.

Why should I argue?

R

An argument I had inside my head about arguing:

I’m not much for arguments. I can talk about the way I see things, but I don't find arguments 

helpful.



“Oh come now, Bill, you’re not a closed-minded person, are you? Surely you’re interested in 

dissenting viewpoints. How else can one arrive at the truth but by some sort of Socratic 

dialogue? Consider our justice system: a delicately balanced adversarial argument.”

I haven’t found that anything resembling helpful truth can be arrived at by argument. I will 

concede that the use of non-argumentative dialogue - the simple sharing of experiences- can be 

an important part of friendship. But I'm not sure you are my friend or that 'sharing' is what you're 

doing. And our court system may produce a certain kind of civil or criminal ruling, but a lawyer 

is not usually a person I would go to for actual life wisdom.

“Well, you needn’t get defensive.”

Am I being defensive? Maybe. I’ve spent four decades learning that my opinions are nothing 

more than opinions. Whatever things I actually know deep down, I can’t accurately speak about. 

Any other speaking is just flapping my lips. Nothing wrong with flapping, but if the flapping 

isn’t in a friendly atmosphere, I'm not interested in it.

"But argument is the best way of finding out the truth."

In my experience, argument is the best way of defending a truth one already assumes is true; and 

a way of attempting to convince another person to believe it as well. I don't feel either the need to 

convince or to defend.

"Our very system of government is based on argument as a way to find the optimal path."

Are you having some sort of an LSD flashback or just a full-blown delusion?

"Well, I can see there is no point arguing with you. Your mind is not open to change."

Actually, it is. It's just that change comes naturally in the continuing flow of experience, if we 

pay attention. It doesn't come by argument.

"Nevertheless, I'm wasting my time talking with you."

Actually, you're wasting my time.



A question for today: What needless arguments are you having - with other people? with 

yourself?



Day 12 - Egos and Butterflies 

Rain and wind will come and go.

So will the sunshine and springtime.

Why should we be any different?

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 23 - trans. William Martin

My needs are real,

as are my sorrows.

My opinions count,

as do my actions.

I’m the star of this production

so listen to me

and take me seriously!

When I’m gone the loss will be

horrendous for I am the

irreplaceable,

indispensable,

irretrievable,

Me!

R

There is nothing wrong with having an ego. It’s an essential step in human biological and 

spiritual development. It is, however, at best a temporary necessity; a framework built by the 

brain in order to allow a subjective experience of life. Once it has supplied this structure it can 

naturally soften and fade into the background. The unconditioned mind can then move back into 

its natural role as the primary identity; an identity not nearly as separate, isolated, and fearful as 

the ego-identity.



Unfortunately the “civilization” of human society over the past five thousand years or so has 

moved so rapidly that the ego process/structure has lost its ability to soften. It has been pushed 

into an adaptive strategy for which it is not equipped. The complexity of warring nation-states, 

media-driven belief and behavior, over-population, and economic domination of the many by the 

few have all worked together to create a hyper-vigilant ego; one that is not capable of its natural 

voluntary softening. In order to recapture the satisfaction and pleasure of life as it was designed 

to be, we need to consciously help the ego release its death grip on our being.

It is not a battle. We are not at war with our ego, though it often is pictured that way by well-

meaning spiritual practices. Our ego is natural, essential, and able to play its necessary role in the 

developmental saga of human life; but only if it is allowed to soften once it has provided 

structure to our experience.

Believing that the ego structure is the acme of human consciousness is akin to believing that the 

cocoon is the acme of caterpillar consciousness; that once the caterpillar has carefully spun the 

cocoon and let it harden into place the developmental work is done. Pity our species which is 

striving so desperately to keep the shell solid, seeing it as the only safety possible. Pity the 

society which extols the strongest, most impermeable, and most rigid of egos, cheering their 

advancement to positions of power and wealth. 

Were the caterpillar to believe that the cocoon was the real and final stage of life, it would shrivel 

within that shell and that would be the end. Despite our bluster and appearance of control and 

power, that shriveling is exactly what is happening to our personal, social, and institutional life. 

We must begin to understand that the ego is merely a mental structure designed to let us process 

a tangible and material existence for a short period, while we gather the wisdom and experience 

necessary to take the next developmental step.

There have always been butterflies among us. Every generation has seen them. Most of them, 

however, have gone unnoticed because their priorities are so different from those of caterpillars. 

We have to look up to see them. Looking up is not something the ego feels comfortable doing, so 

we keep a fearful eye peeled and spin extra layers into the cocoon whenever we sense a crack 

developing. 



Let’s all take a long, slow, deep breath and let ourselves understand that the shell will never, ever, 

keep us safe. It doesn’t need to. Let’s find out what’s next after the cocoon.



Day 13 - What's in a Name?

It is present everywhere we look,

inside or out.

We don’t have a name for it,

so we call it, “Tao.”

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 25 - trans. William Martin

We love to name things

and our world seems filled with nouns.

We even name the Tao,

which cannot be named,

and think we understand.

But the Tao is not a noun,

it is a verb.

So are you.

R

What's in a Name?

I have trouble remembering names. There is a man who regularly gets his coffee - always a latte 

- at the Naked Lounge Coffee Shop. The Naked Lounge (far more respectable than it sounds) is 

my favorite place for coffee, writing, and visiting friends. This man always calls me Bill. "Hello, 

Bill," he will say, "how are you today?"

"Fine," I will say, "how are you?" And we exchange pleasantries. He is a nice person, a good 

gentle person, and I never remember his name. Well, finally I do. It's Larry. The barista helped 



me with that. (The barista's name is Trevor, by the way). He said, "I remember it by noting that 

he always buys a latte. So he's "Latte Larry." I've got it now. Larry, his name is Larry.

Names are so important. To remember a name is to validate the person, to acknowledge that they 

exist; that they are a unique being and that we value them at least enough to remember their 

name. I'm working on being mindful of names as a way of letting people know that, as the movie 

Avatar expresses, "I see you."

I would suppose that names have been important ever since human beings gathered in tribes. 

Many cultures hold that naming a person has profound spiritual and mystical power. It confers 

upon that person a quality, a place, a status within the community to which they must prove 

worthy. 

There's the rub. For all their wondrous benefits, names have a limiting quality. They create a 

category, a box, a slot, and an identity that presents itself as a solid, unchangeable, fixed thing. In 

a very real and important sense, I am Bill. In another, perhaps even more important sense, I am 

not Bill. Bill is a label; a way of separating me from everything and everyone else in all of 

history. I am - ? I don't know, but "Bill" doesn't describe it with any final accuracy. I am this 

fluctuating dance of energy which sees, feels, hears, tastes, smells, and experiences the moment. 

I am no more, "Bill," than the cat which is sitting on the floor beside my chair is, "C.J."

It is important to step outside of our named identity on occasion. A name is just a convenient 

societal symbol that enables people to find my number on their phone directory. When I realize 

that this name is merely a symbol, helpful and important though it is, I can find a deeper sense of 

freedom. Stepping outside my name, I step into a "being-ness" that has wider, more permeable, 

boundaries. Since "Bill" is just a convention, I don't have to hang on to "him" with such fervor, 

such a tight grip.

Language is a helpful, but quite limited tool. You are not the name by which you are called. You 

are an action, happening in the moment - alive and full of energy that is forming and reforming 

itself.



Day 14 - I Want My Brain Back

Distractions abound,

yet one who senses the Tao

is content without them.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 26 - trans. William Martin

I have a smartphone,

(just to keep in touch with the kids

you understand).

I’ve had it a year now,

and I wonder how

I ever passed time

in the past.

I used to sit quietly 

watching the students hurry to class

while waiting for Nancy 

so we could have lunch.

Now I read NPR, check email,

and browse while the time passes by.

Goodness, is it spring already?

Where’d those trees come from?

R

I want my brain back!

You ask, “Who took your brain, anyway?” Well, it’s still located in the confines of my skull, but 

in many ways it has been literally hijacked by outside forces - a hijacking to which I have been a 

semiconscious accomplice. The brain is a marvelously “plastic” organ. It can train itself to 



become more helpful, deep, wise and thoughtful as it works with our life experience. But its very 

plasticity means that it can also be trained by the environment. If our environment is primarily 

distractive, scattered, and overloaded the brain will skillfully learn to adapt. It will do what is 

asked of it. But it adapts at a very dear cost - the cost of deep and nuanced thinking, attentive 

reading, reflection, contemplation, and wisdom.

Our wired-in world-wide-web sort of existence is a very dangerous way of living. Many try to 

reassure me with the argument that, “the Internet is just a tool.” I agree that it is merely a tool, 

but it is a vast, omnipresent, and incredibly powerful tool. A chain saw is merely a tool, but we 

all know that it must be used with extreme caution and then only for certain appropriate tasks. 

Used without complete and mindful attention it will damage or cut off any number of essential 

body parts. 

If the Internet is used without mindful attention it is even more dangerous than a chain saw. It 

will just as surely damage, even cut off, the most essential body part of all - the brain. All 

electronic media are dangerous in this manner. Without a sense of appropriate and mindful use 

our televisions, videos, cell phones, computers, the Internet and all combinations of these things 

will, by their very nature, begin to train the brain to see the world in “snippets” - bites of 

disjointed and distracted pieces of information. The brain will use its remarkable adaptivity to 

become skilled at skimming, jumping from one thing to another, and making quick connections 

between things. This is fine, but in our plugged-in, wired-up, wi-fi society this becomes about 

the only thing it does - day in, day out, at work and at home. It becomes, in many ways, an 

imitation of the computer. But the brain is not a digital computer. It is much more powerful, 

nuanced, and ambiguous than that. It is the organ of our humanity.

Even though our brain might still reside within our skull, it might not be as much “ours” as we 

think. Let’s guard our brain carefully. Let’s pay attention to how it is being asked to function - 

the habitual distractions it is being offered and the jumping around it is being asked to do. What 

sort of mental habits are being patterned in our everyday activities? Let’s make it a priority to 

allow ourselves time and space for relaxed non-electronic reading, contemplative reflection, 

thoughtful conversation, meditation, walks in the park, and just plain quiet. If we don’t train our 

brains for reflection, wisdom and thoughtfulness, our society will train it for us. And it won’t be 

wisdom that is produced. 



I recommend two excellent books, one newly published that I was given this past holiday and 

one first issued back in 1978 that I’ve read and re-read for years. The first is The Shallows - 

What the Internet is doing to our brains, by Nicholas Carr. It is a thoughtful and even-handed 

look at our on-line society and its effects. The older book has the breathtakingly boring title - 

Four Arguments for the Elimination of Television. It was written by Jerry Mander, a former 

advertising executive during the 1970’s and, though dated in some of its information, is a 

powerful warning from thirty years ago about the dangers of a life mediated by a “screen.” It is 

even more widely sold today than thirty years ago.

I’m going to do your brain a favor by not “linking” the books for you. Write the titles down if 

you are interested. Take some time to reflect. Then, later, if you are still interested. Search for 

them. They are available on-line or at most book stores. 

Read this chapter once more. Then consider not checking your email one more time. Get up and 

go for a short walk or pick up a good book. Unplug for a bit. Tell your brain you appreciate the 

wondrous work it does and assure it that you will provide it opportunities to rest and to do the 

work of reflective wisdom that it has been waiting to do.

I’ve started a strict rationing practice for all my portable electronic media, but it’s so easy to fall 

off the wagon.



Day 15 - Grace

There are no rules, no beliefs, and no assumptions

along the way of Tao.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 27 - trans. William Martin

No stone tablets, no holy writ,

no guru or shaman,

to guide us.

Abundant surprises await

those whose eyes,

and minds,

are open.

No map.

Just the Territory.

R

The two major religions I have experienced and studied, Christianity and Buddhism, each state a 

fundamental assertion of grace. Christianity affirms that grace is the nature of God. Yet my 

experience with the conditioned expressions of Christianity have always been some version of, 

“God loves you unconditionally but… (add whatever your particular modifications might be: as 

long as you believe the right things, do the right things, walk the narrow path, etc.)”  

Buddhism also says that grace is a fundamental quality of Buddha Nature inherent in all living 

beings. Yet in my years of practicing Zen, I often ran up against complex precepts and rules that, 

while not phrased as “God’s word,” still had the effect of laying a burden of “doing it right,” on 

top of what should be true freedom. 



For me, the Taoist expression of Lao-Tzu, since it eschews beliefs and religious structures, has 

helped me understand that grace is actually the fundamental Truth of existence. 

We all want to live as satisfying and meaningful a life as possible. We want to do good and not 

do harm. But we are conditioned beings by our very nature and we don’t know how to do it right 

all the time. We fail. We hurt ourselves and others. We do that which we feel we shouldn't do, 

and we don't do that which we feel we should. In the midst of such a complex and confusing 

existence, the presence of grace at the very heart of Life; in us, and in all living beings, means 

that life can be free from fear of judgment.

The Tao demands nothing from us but that we live each moment as best we know how. We don't 

need to carry the existential fear that somehow we aren’t good enough and will be found 

wanting. Each moment is always new. Each life is always precious. We will not be eternally 

judged. And all will be well in the deepest part of each and every soul. 

I know this to be true, not because some holy words or holy persons told me so, but because I 

feel it inside my own heart.

Can you trust yourself to know what is, and what is not? Who else would you trust? 



Day 16 - Free Beer Tomorrow!

The still point at the center of a wheel 

allows the wheel to move.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 11 - trans. William Martin

Life seems to spin so fast

like a carnival ride that lasts

for hours, leaving me dizzy,

disoriented and confused.

The answer it is said,

is spinning even faster 

hoping someday to reach

a place of quiet rest,

but not quite yet.

Perhaps tomorrow.

R

One of the neighborhood cafes near my home displays an old sign behind the bar area that 

proclaims, “Free beer tomorrow!” What a wonderful three word summation of the world of 

conditioned mind. “Come back tomorrow,” it enthuses, “tomorrow I will give you a treat.” So we 

slog through the demands of the day, hoping that by so doing we will arrive at last at “tomorrow” 

where the “beer” will flow freely. Of course, tomorrow becomes today and once again 

conditioning holds up its promise, “Tomorrow! Free beer tomorrow!”

This powerful, but empty, promise of the conditioned mind is the engine that drives our society 

of suffering. It sounds so logical, believable, and good: “Work hard today to build a better 

tomorrow." (implying that today is not good enough). "Strive to be a better person." (implying, 

of course, that there is something not-quite-right about the person you are now.) Who can 



question such noble sentiments? The noble sound of the words disguises the subtle illusion that 

slips unnoticed into our lives. We begin to think that tomorrow truly exists and will actually 

arrive. We are diverted from the basic truth that there is no such thing as tomorrow!

Another illusory assumption that enters the collective consciousness through the delusion of 

“tomorrow,” is that we will only do good work if there is some type of future payoff promised. 

No one ever notices that we may actually do good work merely because it is what we most 

deeply enjoy doing - today!

Of course there is an appropriate way to think about tomorrow. It is only natural and prudent. But 

let’s be careful with this. Notice that the thoughts about tomorrow are merely sensations in the 

brain that are occurring now and that, beyond a certain point, contribute nothing to life but 

suffering and fear.

There is no free beer tomorrow because there is no tomorrow. But there is a very real reward, 

waiting hidden beneath the stories and empty promises about tomorrow; waiting in this very 

moment. If we pay careful attention we may discover that we actually do our best work, enjoy 

our life more, and make our best contribution to society when we do what we do just because it 

is our pleasure to do so.

We can never stop the wheel from spinning. “Tomorrow” will never arrive. Move back from the 

edge and find a place of stillness in the center of your heart and body. Live from this place today.



Day 17 - Discipline

Control, success, progress, and achievement - 
these are the four pillars of society.

Not-knowing, flowing, spaciousness, and contentment -

these are the ways of Tao.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 20 - trans. William Martin

Now and then I feel so out of place and time,

as if I were a stranger wandering in a land

I had no way to understand.

Everyone is hurrying.

Everyone is stressed.

I say I’m content

and people say I’m complacent.

I say I’m happy 

and people say I’m naive.

I take what life offers

and people say I’m lazy.

I’m out of place.

I’m out of time.

R

I wonder what I might write in this chapter? I really should get down to work. "It's just a matter 

of discipline, so you sit down at the keyboard and write that chapter, young man. And it had 

better be a good one. I’ll be reading it later so don’t try to get by with sloppy work."

Did you notice how the train of thought moved in the above paragraph? I began with the idea of 

writing this chapter. My conditioned mind shifted the context to: “should write…” From there 



the cascade of thinking went to external expectations; then to discipline. “I” became “you…” and 

the threat of punishment of some unnamed but horrible sort was introduced. 

Familiar at all? I learned that process, as did most of us, early in my childhood. I wanted to learn 

to play the piano. My parents agreed it was a good thing to learn so I started lessons fairly early 

in grade school. It was a delight. My teacher was young, enthused, kind and good humored. The 

lessons were fun and I was taking to it easily. 

However, as I grew older and the practice pieces became more complicated, the subtle idea of 

“getting good at it” crept into the process. My parents began monitoring my practice, insisting 

that a certain amount of time be spent, and judging whether or not I was making “progress.” We 

changed teachers to an older, more experienced woman. By the time I was in Junior High School 

I pretty much hated the piano, but kept at it because, in the back of my mind I had the thought 

that someday I might be able to play improvisation, jazz, and ragtime. But first the real music, 

the classical, had to be learned - and learned well. By my mid high school years it was all over. 

I’ve rarely touched the piano in decades.

Sound familiar? The process has repeated itself in many areas of my life over the years. 

Something begins as fun and fascinating. Then it grows more complicated and the difficulties 

seem to set in. The myth states that, at such times, self-discipline and willpower have to step in 

and overcome the resistance - at least in good, high-achieving people like we all are supposed to 

be. It’s a terrible myth. One that has taken me decades to discover and begin to disempower. 

Taoist thought assures me: There is nothing I have to do, achieve, be, learn, perform, accomplish, 

gain or acquire. The Tao does not discipline, demand, insist, reward or punish. I could never 

write another word and the Tao would be undisturbed. So why would I write then? What keeps 

me at a craft if, in truth, I don’t have to?

Nothing. That’s the secret! Nothing! No one is watching me write. No one is timing my writing 

sessions. No one is teaching me to be better at it. No one is setting goals for me. No parental 

figure is insisting that I practice, achieve, perform, or insisting that I “live up to my potential.” 

(Well, as you saw in the first paragraph, there is a voice that can still get pretty loud inside my 

head but I know it for the learned habit it is.)



We don’t have to gain, achieve, or acquire anything. Ever. What we do we are free to do because 

it emerges from within us. Difficulties and obstacles are not overcome by self-discipline. Instead, 

our intrinsic freedom reveals them as just “stuff” masquerading as difficulties. We keep at it 

because, at some level, we enjoy the work. 

I’ve written this chapter. I felt some energy as I wrote it. Now someone inside of me is insisting 

that, “it’s too opinionated and not at all helpful. It’s all right to blather on sometimes, but for 

heaven’s sake don’t publish it! Write something calmer, more gentle.”

Too late. I never learned to play jazz piano. I’m not going to give up on jazz writing.

Self-discipline just insures that there will always be a self to discipline. Let go of your self and 

do what comes naturally.



Day 18 - Wu-Wei

Use of force invites resistance,

creates conflict, and accomplishes only harm.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 30 - trans. William Martin

It’s the subtle force I use

that serves me ill.

No awareness that I’m forcing,

I mean, I’m just sitting here.

So why are my muscles tight

and my jaw clenched?

Why does life seem difficult?

Because I’m bringing square pegs

to round holes with almost every thought 

that arises in my mind.

Matching the shape of my pegs

to the holes the Tao provides -

that’s the key to wisdom!

R

This basic Taoist concept is, in a sense, a negation of all the common sense assumptions I have 

learned since birth. Yet wu-wei, or effortless effort, is at the very heart of Taoist thought. It is the 

answer to the deepest conundrums of our life. It is the loosening of the knot in which our minds 

have been tied as long as we can remember. It is the very antithesis of striving and trying, yet it is 

the only path to lasting achievement. 



Wu is a term which imparts a negative meaning to that which follows, like the English word 

"not." Wei means, among other things, "to do, to act upon something external, to manipulate." 

When used together these terms imply not forcing, not meddling, not attempting to control.  Wu-

wei does not imply passivity and inaction. Instead it is an attempt to describe the sort of 

effortless action that arises when there is no separation between the actor and the act, between 

the doer and that which is done. 

Wu-wei is acting without the resistance of unnecessary thinking. It is not that we don’t use our 

brain as we act, but we don’t use it in opposition to the flow of the action. We “think” only as 

needed. We do only the thing we are doing and our thoughts move freely without resisting our 

action.

We have all experienced wu-wei on some occasions. It occurs when we are immersed in what we 

are doing to such an extent that self-consciousness drops away. It may be working in a garden, 

reading an absorbing book, even talking with another person and being so attuned to what they 

are saying that we forget that “we” are listening. Life simply lives itself through us.

Lao-Tzu, in The Tao Te Ching, also applied wu-wei to political and social action. He suggested 

that ambition for power and control always results in tying both individuals and society into tight 

knots of tension and anxiety. The struggle for control, both at the political and the individual 

level, is an ultimately futile pursuit. This struggle seems to arise from the perception that we are 

separate entities to whom this mysterious thing called life is happening. We sense that we are 

separate from every process that surrounds us and therefore we must exert our will at every 

moment in order to survive. We have put ourselves into an insoluble double-bind: We must 

survive - and - we ultimately can’t survive. Or phrased differently: We must control our 

circumstances; we ultimately can’t control our circumstances.

The promise of technology and progress was a world of less effort and more ease, yet people 

now work more hours, under more strain, for less contentment than ever before. Instead of extra 

hours for standing, walking, contemplating and enjoying the world, we have been offered a 

million more trivial things to buy and urged to work at jobs to produce, distribute, and market 

these things so that we can in turn have the money to buy them. The knots have become tighter 

and more numerous. Under the guise of making our life easier, social conditioning has kept us 

working harder.



Life does not take as much effort as we are conditioned to believe it does. Much of the strain we 

experience in our lives stems from the need to overcome our own resistance - to get out of our 

own way, so to speak. The voice within that exclaims, "You have to try harder!" adds yet another 

layer of resistance to the very action it pretends to advocate.  (Of course the intention: "I’ll try 

harder not to try so hard," is yet another trick of our conditioned mind. The only way out of that 

circular trap is to take a deep breath, look around, laugh, and let the wu-wei arise of itself.)

Wu-wei exists even in the background of those events that feel stressful and filled with tension. 

We do not have to push the feelings aside. Simply remembering that wu-wei is the natural way 

our life lives itself can allow the feeling of tension to remain but not present as much of a 

problem. Letting go of control allows us to influence and coordinate in a natural manner. We 

work with ease and when the time comes to rest, we rest completely, living out the old Zen 

saying, “When you stand, stand. When you sit, sit. Just don’t wobble.”

Our intelligent thought process plays a role within the flow of wu-wei, but it is a role of 

understanding and coordination, not of control. This is an important distinction. There is no “real 

me” standing outside of some other “me” trying to get “me” right. Our attempts to control do not 

work because there is actually no controller and no controlled. There is instead a dance of 

coordination, change, experimentation, and curiosity - all experienced by what has come to be 

called “me.”

Let me suggest a few, “what ifs?”:

What if we were to turn the whole control assumption on its head?

What if controlling events in order to stay alive were not the basic imperative? 

What if living in the moment was the goal of life and what if this living was something that just 

did itself without the need for control? 

What if our life could self-coordinate with efficient ease in the same manner that what we call 

“our” body self-coordinates its thousands of minute-by-minute processes? 

Yes, what if?



Day 19 - Keep it Earthy

This is the nature of things: build your home to be humble and close to the earth.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 8 - trans. William Martin

Everything that blocks my bare feet

from the cool mud, grass, and dew,

exacts a price for comfort brought.

Homeless living doesn’t beckon me

but homes are two edged things.

How large and grand we build

for simple warmth and shelter.

What a cost we pay

to store our stuff away

against an unknown future

which will remain unknown

no matter how high and broad

we build our walls.

R

I have an exceptional life. I am healthy, I am loved. I am reasonably intelligent. I have good food 

and comfortable shelter. I live in the midst of great natural beauty and abundance. But I know 

that every bit of it is transient. I know that I will die, those I love will die, and I will be parted 

from all that I love. That will happen. It will happen “soon,” relatively speaking. How does this 

knowledge affect my experience? Sometimes it leaves me with a feeling of despair and 

enervation - a “what’s the use” sort of sadness. Sometimes it fills me with a sense of deep 

appreciation and gratitude for the moment - a “wow, isn’t this wonderful” sort of joy.



This is the wabi-sabi nature of life. The term “wabi-sabi” grew from two separate Japanese 

concepts, one implying a feeling of being alone and bereft; the other carrying a sense of the 

impermanence and aging of all things. The term gradually softened to come to mean a clear-eyed 

acceptance of transience and a profound appreciation of the beauty inherent in the weathering of 

objects and the aging of people. It implies a love of the natural, simple, and unadorned- in wood, 

metal, pottery, and people. It is the autumn leaf, the bare branch, the single bud, the cherry 

blossom’s momentary glory enhanced by the sureness of its fall. It is not a quality our culture 

values. We want permanence. We want jobs that are secure; people that do not change; 

economies that do not fluctuate; promises that are always kept; and life that does not end. 

But life is wabi-sabi. If we accept that, a wondrous shift occurs. The old and weathered becomes 

beautiful. The ephemeral becomes an invitation to the joy of the present moment. Simple natural 

beauty begins to stand out amidst the artificial landscape. The desire to accumulate loses its 

energy and we take pleasure in a few cherished possessions. The need for speed diminishes as we 

are no longer trying to escape our fate. People become precious for their flaws, idiosyncrasies, 

and signs of aging. Our minds become calmer and the need to distract ourselves with stories and 

fears goes away. Life presents itself as it truly is, and we find it to be fine. 

To enjoy a wabi-sabi experience of life we must allow ourselves to experience the thing itself, 

rather than our idea of the thing. We need the experience of primary sources, not electronic 

facsimiles. The on-line image of Monet’s The Water Lilies can be interesting, evocative, and 

have a certain beauty but it can never have the texture and impact of standing in the New York 

Metropolitan Museum of Art gazing directly at the artifact itself - the oil on canvas laid down in 

1919 and remaining to this day.

Notice the difference between having conversation over coffee and writing a FaceBook post; 

between reading a book on a rainy day and scanning headlines on an iPhone; between walking to 

work and driving on the freeway; between browsing in a used book store and searching Amazon; 

between wood and plastic; between pottery and Tupperware; between a campfire and a 

microwave. The non-wabi-sabi things are not wrong or bad. Some are quite helpful, but they do 

not help us encounter the essence of an "Earthy" life.



I don't suggest we live in shacks, but do suggest we needn’t spend our lives providing that which 

really doesn’t bring the pleasure promised.



Day 20 - Freedom

Freedom from the control of others is desirable.

Freedom from one’s own conditioned mind is essential.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 33 - trans. William Martin

“Don’t Tread on Me,

Don’t tell me what to do!”

ring down the halls of history.

People struggling for freedom

will make any sacrifice for their cause.

They will fight and kill and die

to escape the control of others.

Yet they never even notice

the controlling voice inside,

that orders life around,

enslaving the “free” man

behind unseen bars of thought.

R

I tried to turn this poem into an essay, but it wanted to remain a poem.

Slave Driver  by William Martin

It is hard to have a Southern overseer; it is worse to have a Northern one; but worst of all is when 

you are the slave-driver of yourself. … Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own 



private opinion. What a man thinks of himself, that is what determines, or rather indicates, his 

fate…. The mass of men live lives of quiet desperation.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden

My desperation is far from quiet.

It shouts whenever it is prodded

and betrays my fearful state

every time I buy a trinket

to divert my attention,

or shake my fist in rage

at drivers who see me

as an obstacle in their path.

I have the stuff I need to be content:

food and shelter, 

health and love.

So the overseer of the fields

within my mind must find another way

to keep me bowed beneath his whip of discontent.

Following the Drinking Gourd 

along a dark and unknown road,

spurred by an inner longing 

for the life that’s mine alone, 

I stumble often.

A voice whispers that

in slavery I was secure,

as long as I obeyed the nudging

of the whip, and kept myself contained



within the rows, picking crops

to profit others.

I have left the whip behind,

but its stings are still within my mind,

threatening me and telling me

I do not know the way.

“Come back,” it says.

“I know what’s best,” it says.

“You’ll die out there,” it says.

“I, at least,” it says, “will keep you safe.”

Too late now,

no turning back.

I raise my eyes to the Gourd

and realize it will always be above me,

not a signpost, but a symbol

that the Promised Land is at my feet,

and I am already home.

If we would be free, the revolution must arise within. Our oppressors are our own unexamined 

assumptions and impulses.



Day 21 - Who Am I?

Our mind is not our true identity, we must look deeper.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 10 - trans. William Martin

If I’m not who I think I am,

then just who am I anyway?

Who is this “I” who thinks he’s me?

Is someone thinking,

or are thoughts just happening?

If they’re just happening,

to whom are they happening?

Anyone?

A walker on the path of Tao,

at this point sits beside the road,

and laughs.

R

I am often faced with a familiar conditioned voice inside my head saying, “Who do you think 

you are?” This voice implies that I have nothing to say, nothing to contribute, and should be 

ashamed of daring to put words out where everyone can read them, “as if you think you’re 

someone special, when we (whoever 'we' are) know very well that you’re not.”

I am learning not to argue with such voices. They have just too much ammunition and can 

always trump my answers with, “Yes, but remember when…” and then trot out scenes that all too 

clearly make their point about my inadequacies. These voices are part of my conditioned mind at 

work and they originated in a sincere attempt to insure my safety. This process that I call 

conditioned mind is the part of our being that is biologically and sociologically determined. We 

are primates. We find our safety and identity by figuring out where we belong in the social 



hierarchy of our group, carving out that place and identity, then clinging to it come hell or high 

water. 

But we are more than primates. We are expressions of the Tao. We have the longing for and the 

ability to see through the self-definitions which our brains, our culture and our subject-object 

language have constructed for us. I am coming to understand more and more that I am truly no 

one. Not “no one” in the diminishing, depreciating, and disqualifying way my critical thoughts 

would propose. But “no one” in the sense that there is no “thing” here that I have to protect, 

defend, and justify. 

I am not an ego-identity that must spend his life defending, justifying, protecting, asserting, 

evaluating, and fearing every aspect of his ever-changing experience in order to keep a sense of 

“me” in place. Six decades of that is quite enough, thank you. I am now entertaining the seditious 

idea that I am not any thing. Therefore I need no justification for being. I am being. I don’t need 

to accomplish anything. Everything is being accomplished. I don’t need to defend anything. 

There’s nothing here to defend.  

Strangely, when I completely let go of the need to be anything, accomplish anything, or defend 

anything, the energy that is available to me sort of “whooshes” through my being and spends day 

after day doing, accomplishing, and experiencing a whole world of “whatever comes next!” It is 

really quite amazing. 

We use nouns and verbs as the basic building blocks of both language and thought. This is a 

wonderful and rich process. As a writer I love nouns, verbs, and all the rest of the words. But as a 

person seeking to live a free and aware life, I find that the habit of seeing myself as a noun gets 

me in all sorts of trouble. 

So, in answer to the question, “Who do you think you are?” I am learning to speak in the form of 

present-moment verbs. Who am I? I am writing words. I am hearing a fan whirring the air about 

the office. I am tasting hot coffee and smelling its aroma as I bring the cup to my lips. I am 

aching a bit in an area around my left jaw. I am breathing in a gentle and relaxed manner. I am 

hearing a timer beep in Nancy’s office across the hall from mine. I am sneezing.



I am not the things I see. I am the seeing itself. I am not the things I think, I am the thinking 

itself. I am not the things I remember, I am the remembering itself. I am not the things I do, I am 

the doing itself. I am the wavefront of the ever-expanding Cosmos. I am “what’s happening 

now.”  I am the wonder of Life experiencing itself. 

Who are you? Answer in verbs, not nouns. What if you weren’t any thing? What might happen?

This isn’t a philosophical problem we can think our way through. That route will never get us 

home. Remind yourself throughout the day that it is possible that, “I am not who I 'think' I am.” 

and see what happens; notice how it feels.



Day 22 - Cherry Blossoms

Can you remain undisturbed 

by the constant changes life brings?

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 10 - trans. William Martin

Why can’t things stay the same?

Every thing I gain

I lose eventually,

yet my fingers close,

grasping to hold on

to all those things

I call my very own.

The me of yesterday no longer reigns

for even the thoughts within my brain

are ephemeral and steal away,

here now, forgotten later.

Why can’t things stay the same?

R

An earthquake and resulting tsunami struck the area around the Indian Ocean in 2004. It claimed 

over 200,000 human lives, an almost incomprehensible toll.  Why then does the 2011 tsunami 

disaster in Japan feel more frightening to me? It may be because Japan is one of the most 

prosperous and technologically developed countries in the world. Therefore, the myth states, it 

should be impervious to natural disaster. If it happened in Japan, it could happen to me. We in the 

“developed world” should have these things under control and, when it turns out that we don’t, 

we scurry about trying to reassure ourselves that, yes, we can be completely safe if we just 

redouble our efforts and try harder. 



The Japanese people know this is not true. They have known it for thousands of years by virtue 

of living in a land that is subject to the most violent of natural forces - earthquakes, tsunamis, 

volcanos, and typhoons. Their twin religions of Buddhism and Shinto are each founded on a deep 

awareness of the transient nature of life. It is like a Cherry blossom - beautiful, fragile and brief. 

It is to be deeply appreciated in each and every moment. The earth can reclaim the blossom at 

any moment, so breathe deeply of its aroma and appreciate its beauty to the fullest. 

Japan has always known the yin and yang of life; that beauty is always mixed with tears. Life 

there used to be far simpler. Houses were built of wood and paper and possessions were crafted 

by artisans. Earthquakes would bring tremendous devastation and loss, but within a month, 

whole cities would be rebuilt. Possessions would be remade. Life would continue to be lived 

with laughter and tears always mixed in a melancholic intensity of appreciation and wonder.

It is only in the last 70 years that their technology has begun to create the illusion of permanence 

that so pervades the Western culture. But it seems that their roots are still strong. The tsunami 

disaster has been handled, in many ways, with traditional grace and courage. Their grief is real, 

but without the raging anger and fist shaking at fate that can characterize other responses. “Yes,” 

they seem to say, “We have always been aware that this can happen, so we grieve and then 

rebuild.” I hope this rich heritage will continue to be of support to them as the myriad effects of 

the tsunami continue to unfold. Their cherry blossom awareness is their greatest treasure, far 

surpassing their economic structures.

I hope also that my own life might be lived with a more intense awareness of the fragile cherry-

blossom beauty of it all. The Earth could shrug its shoulders and shake me off before I finish 

writing this sentence. There is nothing I can do that will change that reality. The only proper 

response is neither despair nor redoubled efforts at illusory safety, but a light, free, and gentle 

walk through life - appreciating simple food, touch, love, pleasure and compassion. It’s a 

moment-by-moment thing, my friends. Don’t miss it. 

Do you use most of your psychic and physical energy trying to stop change, thinking this is the 

only route to security and happiness?



Day 23 - Restless

This Path seems so ordinary and bland.

People prefer distractions; 

and distractions can be found on every hand.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 35 - trans. William Martin

In the time it takes me to write 

one of these daily thoughts,

I distract myself a dozen times.

The words aren't coming smoothly

and I'm getting sleepy.

I wonder at the purpose of my work

and whether I should hang it up,

and play a game of solitaire.

Remaining here and staring

at black marks on a white screen,

is not the most exciting life.

It's ordinary and nothing special.

But it's the only thing I've found that's real

amidst a world of games.

R

I was sitting in a comfortable deck chair, taking a moment to relax during a recent vacation. I 

was in a nice shady spot. The air was body temperature and every little breeze was a wonderful 

gift. I opened an interesting novel and told myself I would just remain here for a couple of hours 

and really sink into the story. Just then a sound jarred my ears. Right behind me was a woman 

who was apparently born without an “indoor” voice. Her litany of dramas and complaints were 



delivered to her hapless friend in a tone that echoed around the pool area. Within five minutes I 

got up and moved as far away as possible. I found another chair where I could be comfortable. 

Her voice still carried, but at least it wasn’t right next to my ear. 

I payed half-hearted attention to my novel for about fifteen minutes, all the while telling myself, 

“How can people be so thoughtless, so oblivious to the fact that there are other people in the 

world?” Even though her voice was now in the background, it had been replaced by a voice of 

exactly the same complaining nature, but now the voice was inside my head. I continued to feel 

restless and uncomfortable and before another five minutes had passed I found myself on my feet 

and walking away. Where was I going? I couldn’t say. I was just “moving on.”

Occasionally an external situation will actually be distracting enough that the wise course of 

action is to relocate. Most of the time, however, the distracting noises, the uncomfortable 

sensations, and the insistent voices that make us uncomfortable are inside the mind. I shift 

position, readjust my legs, and subconsciously look around for something else to do. I’m not 

aware that something is intruding into my life because it is happening inside of me. I only know 

that I am restless, dissatisfied, and wanting to find a place to be more comfortable. 

I physically move. It seems to help for a few moments, but soon the noise begins again. The 

voice within may now be talking about a different subject entirely but the tone and intent remains 

the same - intrusive, complaining, and distractive. Again I might not even be aware of it. Once 

again I just feel restless. The temptation to move on to “something else,” or “somewhere else,” 

arises once again. Sometimes a whole day, morning to night, can be spent being unconsciously 

driven by this process - moving from place to place, activity to activity, or thought to thought, 

never staying still.

The only solution is to gently commit to the practice of “remaining” - learning to stay put; to 

allow the internal voice to become conscious and to see it for what it is - a conditioned habit of 

suffering. Instead of habitually assuming that something needs changing, adjusting, or fixing, I 

can sit still. I can turn my attention back to the words I am reading, the food I am eating, the 

work I am doing, and the sights and sounds that are actually presented to me in this moment. 

I don’t have to be comfortable. I don’t have to find the ideal situation. Such an ideal doesn’t exist 

except in the constructs of  my mind. Instead of forever moving on in a futile restless search, I 



can find that here is the perfect place to be and that what is happening now is exactly what is 

needed for my benefit. Remaining is not something I am trained to be comfortable with. I am, 

socially and genetically, one of a restless species programmed to be constantly moving on to 

something more; something better. But eventually I must realize that this process will never truly 

satisfy. I need to learn how to stay, to remain, and to let the muddy water of thought, desire, and 

restlessness settle before I will have the direct experience of joy and clarity I truly cherish. 

Make a list of the ways you distract yourself. Nothing wrong with it, just notice and ask, "why?" 



Day 24 - Something Wrong Mind

Let your mind be quiet and courteous,

as if it were a guest in the House of Life.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 15 - trans. William Martin

My conditioned mind deludes me

with the strange idea of, “mine.”

Huddled and growling like a bone-protecting dog

over the scraps that are for a moment in my hands.

Courts and lawyers thrive

on sorting which is whose;

and deciding ownership

based on who can howl the loudest,

or the longest;

like babies in a sandbox

grabbing every shiny thing that comes their way

and shouting, “MINE!”

My stuff does not belong to me,

but merely passes through my hands

like sand and water.

I think I’d be a gentler kinder man

if I could see my stuff that way,

some of it sticking for a while,

then dissolving and flowing on.

R



I hurried out of my apartment last Friday morning. I was heading to the park for my morning run 

and  had no pockets for things so I was balancing my wallet, keys, and two bags of recyclables.  I 

dropped the recyclables in one of the four bins near the carport and drove over to the park. Later 

that morning I couldn’t find my wallet. I looked at the office. I called Nancy. I retraced my steps 

to the coffee shop. Then a flash. The recyclables! I eagerly drove home anticipating a rewarding 

and relieving search through the recycle bins. I hurried to the first one and flipped up the lid. 

They had all been emptied!

Those of you who have projected onto me your images of a wise teacher or a serene Taoist Sage 

need to add another image to your projections. Imagine this man hopping up and down in the 

carport with four empty recycling bins laying on their sides at his feet. He is filling the air with a 

collection of F- words, S- words, and words your don’t even want to think about. He is not 

whispering these words. He is shouting them for all the tenants in the apartment complex to hear. 

He does this until the energy passes, then sadly walks up to his apartment to begin making a 

series of uncomfortable phone calls.

Canceling a few credit and bank cards is a painless process. These companies are eager to help. 

New cards will be to you in a few days. Don’t worry about a thing. You can keep on buying, OK, 

I breathe a little easier. Then I approach the Department of Motor Vehicles. Don’t even try to 

imagine it. Don’t punish yourself with images of the chaos and misery that awaits the person 

who has lost his identity. I write with smug hubris about "being no one" - then I discover that 

without a driver’s license you really are no one! 

My friends, it only takes a tiny shove to push us from the realm of enjoying the “is-ness” of the 

present moment into the hell of “something’s wrong mind.” And, once in this hell, it all seems so 

very believable that there really is “something wrong.” I am so grateful for the Taoist path. Even 

though I hopped and crowed like a rooster by the recyclable bins. Even though I punished myself 

with a dozen different versions of, “If only I’d - ” I still found that, after a bit, I could return to: 

“There’s nothing wrong here. It’s just what the day holds. I’m always somewhere, doing 

something. Today it’s this.”

How would your mind behave if it were, indeed, a guest in your life? 



Day 25 - Slow Down

Slowness, gentleness, and flexibility are superior

to hardness, aggression, and rigidity.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 36 - trans. William Martin

I sit here now

and feel my shoulders tighten,

as if it takes physical effort

to depress the plastic keys.

I let them soften, drop

and find my mind relaxing.

It all seems easier now,

yet still a voice inside my ear

insists that I'm not working 

hard enough or fast enough.

"No strain, no gain," it says.

"I don't believe you," I respond

and feel my body say, "Amen!"

R

There is a three thousand acre municipal park in my community of Chico, California. It is named 

Bidwell Park, after Annie Bidwell, one of the founders of the town. In 1905 she donated the 

acreage to be a park in perpetuity. The park begins in the middle of town, right next to the 

University and extends through several miles of Oak forest crisscrossed with hiking and riding 

trails and riverside picnic spots. Imagine Sherwood Forest. The 1938 Errol Flynn film version of 

Robin Hood was filmed here. The forest gives way to a fairly steep canyon land as the park 

continues up into the foothills. More hiking and riding trails extend miles through this “Upper 



Park” portion that includes isolated swimming holes, steeper climbs, and magnificent vistas. I 

love to walk and Annie Bidwell’s gift is a true blessing for me. 

I was walking this morning along a trail through the lower portion of the park right near the 

middle of town. A short section of overhead freeway cuts across a narrow neck of the park 

allowing traffic to hurry through town without even knowing that a different pace exists just 

below their rushing wheels. I’ve gotten used to this small section of overhead noise that 

accompanies my walks for a few moments, but this morning I was struck by the contrast and felt 

a sad longing arise in my chest. The words of songwriter Paul Simon came to mind:

Slow down, you’re moving too fast.

You gotta make the morning last.

Just kicking down the cobblestones,

Looking for fun and feeling groovy.

(from 59th Street Bridge Song)

For just a moment, before the reasonable-sounding rationalizations began to appear, I actually 

ached to live in a world without the automobile. What might it be like to exist without the need 

or desire to get someplace quickly; to have a community of horse-drawn carriages, horseback 

travel, bicycles and walking. Let the interstate and inter-community commerce stop at parking 

lots well outside of town and leave my ears, eyes, nose and brain free of the incessant subliminal 

message of, “hurry, hurry, hurry.” 

Within a few moments “reality” returned and I turned and walked back up the trail, letting the 

noise subside behind me. But never completely. Outside my window at the moment, the drone of 

tire and motor on Highway 32 reminds me that faster is truly seen as better; that we all have 

places to go and things to do. It feels so “normal” that we usually don’t even realize that we are 

in a hurry, all the time - cooking, reading, eating, talking, working - even when we are sitting still 

our rhythms are programmed to hurry.

What in the world is our hurry? Does it move us toward the life we really want? Are we working 

harder and faster to have a life-style we don’t really want and never really enjoy? Wouldn’t we 

really rather live as Paul Simon’s song hints:



Got no deeds to do, No promises to keep

I'm dappled and drowsy and ready to sleep

Let the morning time drop all its petals on me...

Life, I love you,  All is groovy.

Lao-Tzu would approve.

Remember, effort and energy can be slow, flexible, and effective without being urgent, tense, and 

stressed.



Day 26 - Illusions

Give yourself up to the moment.

Know you are going to die and stop holding on

to illusions in your mind and resistances in your body.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 50 - trans. William Martin

I trust the nature of the Tao

but it isn’t always clear

that Yin and Yang will correspond

with things that I hold dear.

Things I want to hold will pass away

and things I dread will come to be.

The river doesn’t really care for me

the way I want it to, for Tao

will always balance yin and yang.

Humans on this blue-green planet

have put their energy into yang.

and pushed back the night;

and walled out the cold.

The rhythms of the seasons

were too slow for us,

so we hurried them along,

and in our haste forgot

the essence of the Tao.

Now this Tao begins its movement to restore, 

using our ignorance in its wisdom;



taking what we’ve done and making

something new; something in which, perhaps

we have no place, then again,

perhaps we do.

I don’t despair, though it may sound so.

I’m part of Tao, though I don’t really know

what it is all about or what it’s doing.

What I thought I knew was an illusion all along.

R

“The barn’s burnt down

now I can see the moon.” 

Mizuta Masahide (1657-1723)Edo period - samurai, a student of the poet Basho 

Masahide was a samurai warrior and poet during the Edo period in Japan. During this time Japan 

had cut itself off from all outside influences and developed a unique culture of Zen, art, poetry, 

swordsmanship,archery, and other refined arts and crafts.

The Japanese have always lived in awareness of the unpredictability of nature and the ephemeral 

nature of life. Earthquakes, tsunamis, typhoons and fires could destroy whole cities and take tens 

of thousands of lives in the blink of an eye. 

Instead of responding by creating a culture of bleak despair, they built a way of life that fostered 

a deep appreciation of the beauty inherent in all things. Every craft and daily act was seen as a 

never-to-be-repeated opportunity for experiencing this beauty. Thus all experiences, happy or 

sad, gain or loss, became infused with an intensity of gratitude.

In our society we are losing many of the structures we have built to protect ourselves from this 

transience and uncertainty. It is frightening and anxiety producing. Our conditioned response to 

this is to focus on the rubble of whatever “barns” we have lost and do everything we can to 

rebuild them. In fact, however, our primary loss has been of the illusion that we are invulnerable 

to the transient nature of life. Losing that illusion can bring, not despair as we might assume, but 



clear sight, deep appreciation, and a feeling of gratitude for the beauty around us made even 

more beautiful because it is not permanent. 

It’s not pleasant to lose one’s illusions. Enormous energy is harnessed to keep them in place. We 

don’t have to burn down our literal houses. The metaphorical houses that isolate us from the 

moon of real existence are numerous: The illusion of control; The illusion of progress; The 

illusion of permanence; The illusion of ownership; The illusion of safety.

Unconsciously guided by the belief that these illusions are real, we are driven to pursue them 

throughout our days. In the authentic places of our mind where we “Know” things, we realize 

that we are on a doomed quest.

I’ve lived 69 years of relative comfort and ease and illusion. I may live another 20 years. I hope 

so. I may die tomorrow. But I want to be disillusioned before I die. I want to lose all the fantasies 

that mask the terrible, tragic, magnificent, joyous, exquisiteness of existence. I want to see the 

moon as it is.

Don’t lose sight of the moon. Even if you live in the city, step out of the cocoon of your 

apartment for a moment each evening and see if you can see the moon. It may be dim, hidden by 

clouds, tiny, but its there. Even if you don’t see it, step outside and look anyway. Don’t let your 

illusory barn roof keep your soul from beauty.



Day 27 - Lost and Found

With the Tao, we feel creative inspiration .

Without the Tao, we wither in despair.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 39 - trans. William Martin

The Tao is in the process

of growing and sustaining 

the entire wondrous Cosmos.

Here I am in the midst of it,

with all that cosmic energy

flowing through me every moment.

Of course I live with creative passion.

How could I not?

R

Even though our spiritual journey seems to suggest that there is something we are becoming, 

heading toward, or striving for, in fact, we are already there. We always have been and always 

will be. The pure nature of our existence has always been who we are. The reason it feels like a 

journey is that, sometime in our pre-teen or early teen years, we abandoned that true nature under 

the influence of the social conditioning process. Some of us went kicking and screaming into that 

abandonment, having some sense that we were leaving ourselves behind. Others of us, including 

me, hardly noticed the abandonment as we felt our safety depended upon being who we were 

“supposed” to be. All of us, rebels or good little children, paid the price of entering the adult 

world. 

As life goes on we reach a stage where we are willing to acknowledge that process. It wasn’t our 

fault. It was a necessary condition of our growth. But now what? Do we go to the grave forever 

out of touch with the wonder and freedom that was actually present in our early childhood, when 



we were amazingly awake, questioning, and full of “Why?” Or do we rediscover that quality, 

now in a different context, but still the same essence? 

I abandoned a love of words and ideas for the expectation that I become a “highly paid 

engineer.” I abandoned a sense of mystery and questioning for the expectation that I remain “nice 

and accommodating.” I abandoned a feeling of safety and competence within myself for the 

myth that I was frail and always at risk. It is only in the past twenty years that I have begun to 

rediscover the “me” that has always been there. I still have much to recover, many disowned 

qualities that may or may not fit with the socialized adult world. Each new awareness brings me 

a deeper feeling of being, “at home.” Each new discovery is accompanied by the realization that 

I have always been that which I have been trying to become. 

What did you abandon? What do you remember of your early years that gives you a hint as to 

what you might now need to re-appropriate? It may have been art, music, literature, science, 

travel, spirituality, or  a sense of questioning and exploring? Perhaps you remember that you 

were still looking when social conditioning closed in around you and took over the reins. We 

don’t have to go back and become children in the content of our lives, but we must rediscover the 

same state of mind; that of curiosity, questioning, and wonder. 

Our choice is clear. We either surround our adult persona with more layers of fear and continued 

striving, or we find the courage to return to the more gentle and natural awareness that was left 

behind so long ago. Remember, or just imagine, the clear-eyed wonder and willingness that was 

there before the fear of not being safe closed in. That is our True Nature. It is who we have 

always been. A spiritual journey is the path that leads us to that which has been waiting for us. 

Then we get to live there for the rest of our lives. What a hoot that is!

Passionate living does not require force of will. It simply requires awareness of who we are.  



Day 28 - Nothing Special

The Master does not seek to sparkle like a jewel,

but merely to roll along like a common river stone.

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 39 - trans. William Martin

Common river stones roll along, 

carried by the flow of flood 

or settled for a while in the mud.

Like a river stone 

my muddy bottom slides

along the journey home,

sticking sometimes

rolling along at other times.

When there is a pause

and I rest in place a bit,

I watch the river rushing by.

Then the current lifts me up

and pushes me along,

bumping, scraping, bouncing

once again.

Common, nothing special, 

every stone a piece of earth.

No need to be a diamond.

Who needs the pressure?

You won’t notice me among

the countless stones on river’s bottom,

but I’m here and that

is all that matters.



I have finally learned that I am no one special at all. It is an exhilarating discovery; a marvelous 

lightening of a load I have carried since junior high school when my parents and teachers, noting 

my test scores, informed me that I could, “be anything I wanted in life.” I translated this to mean 

that I should excel at everything, accomplish great feats, and shine like the sun in the eyes of all. 

Now at last, after an unconventional series of careers in science, religion, and psychology, I have 

arrived at the place where I have let go of the need to be noticed by anyone, ever. When I say, 

“unconventional careers,” I am not criticizing myself. Given that I spent these decades trying to 

push the river, I did a fairly good job of making the water flow upstream for a few brief 

moments. 

Taoist thought has finally seeped deep enough into my psyche to begin its alchemical work, 

transforming the dross of conditioning into the gold of freedom. I share a studio/workshop space 

with my bookbinder spouse located above the Naked Lounge Coffee Shop in downtown Chico, 

California. I write poetry, some prose, paint in the  Zen style of sumi-e art, and in short, live 

finally the life for which I’ve longed. I’m destined, no doubt, to end my days as a “starving 

artist.” That will be fine with me. Saving for my old age retirement is a ship that long ago sailed. 

I’ve booked passage on a different ship - one whose destination is cloud-hidden and unknown. 

Still, it is the only voyage I find worth taking.

How much effort have you expended attempting to "shine?" Why?



Day 29 - Willingness

All that is necessary to follow the Tao,

is a tiny bit of willingness

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 53 - trans. William Martin

No heroic effort to be virtuous;

No firm resolve to do great works;

No dedication to rituals or rites;

No special sacrifices to please the gods;

none of this is necessary 

for the Tao is always in us.

R

Life is not as hard as it seems. It does not require the “will-power” that I have been trained to 

consider necessary. Life does not need to be controlled. In fact, it can’t possibly be controlled no 

matter how much effort I expend to convince myself otherwise. There is a voice within me that 

exclaims, “You have to work harder!” This voice turns out to be simply another layer of 

resistance to the very action it pretends to advocate. Much of the strain I experience in my life 

stems from fighting with my own resistance. Instead of trying harder, it turns out that I merely 

need to get out of my own way. 

I can act, but I cannot control. I can use my volition to make certain choices, but I cannot 

determine the world of circumstances within which these small choices are made. I cannot make 

myself into some ideal person but I can let myself be the person I am without judgment, 

resistance, or fear. I cannot make life what I want it to be by the force of my will, but I can be 

willing to stop evading the life that is already mine.



The key to this life is willingness, not effort. It is not my will power, but my simple willingness 

to show up that makes all the difference. I can’t control my writing. I can’t make a paragraph 

come together. I can, however, bring my willingness to the keyboard. I can choose to remain at 

my work regardless of the nattering of my mind about how dull the writing is and about how I 

will never again write anything worth publishing. I show up at the keyboard, and I see what 

happens. 

This willingness to show up is the key to all of life. Trying hard to please my spouse, Nancy, is 

not what enlivens our relationship. Showing up is what allows our love to flow. When I look at 

her with complete attention and listen to her without distraction, the relationship does itself.

What happens is forever beyond my control. Showing up, however - that is mine to do.  When I 

show up, I notice certain things that naturally occur: I feel empathy for people whose lives touch 

mine; I feel a personal interest in certain subjects; and I enjoy certain activities. If these three 

things: empathy, interest, and enjoyment are allowed to arise and fall in a natural flow, a well-

lived day follows without effort or strain. Life lives itself. 

Here’s the secret: Be willing. Show up. Then get out of the way and see what happens.



Day 30 - Flow

The Tao fills all thing, flowing inside,

outside, and through them

like a river returning to the ocean

From Tao Te Ching, Chapter 14 - trans. William Martin

Fearful stories abound 

to warn me of the toxins,

waiting within my food and air,

to poison me silently

while I eat and breathe.

But the Tao is always flowing,

cleansing, purifying me.

I eat of the warm sunlight,

and drink of the cool moon.

I am sustained by unseen things

and refreshed by springs

of Tao.

R

As I did my Qigong practice this morning, I experienced a few moments that brought great 

pleasure to my mind and to my body. Nothing earth-shaking; just some brief instances when I 

felt as if I belonged to the landscape rather than being something simply plunked down in the 

midst of it. When I have that kind of awareness, my whole experience of the day unfolds with a 

sort of ease. It feels as if there is no struggle, no drama, and nothing to achieve or to avoid. The 

day is simply a part of the endless flow of Tao and “I” am nothing more, nor less, than a part of 

that Great Dance.



Life is indeed a dance, not a march. It is a flow, not a trek. I know it sometimes feels plodding 

and tiresome, as if the day holds just too much content, drama, and worry. But it remains a flow 

nonetheless; a dance despite all voices to the contrary. If I begin my day with floating thoughts 

and gentle movements, I set a pattern for a day of pleasure and satisfaction. If I begin my day 

with gripping worries and hurried bustle, I exhaust myself because I am fighting the very nature 

of the Tao. 

Do I sometimes worry? Sure. Do I sometimes let my mind fill up with drama and stress? Of 

course. I’ve been trained for decades that drama, stress, and worry are the stuff of life and that 

distractions are the only relief. But I am beginning to retrain myself; learning to dance inside and 

out. From morning until bedtime, I want my life to flow; sometimes like a mighty river, 

sometimes like a lake barely rippling in the breeze, often like a gentle stream.

As my day continued with this understanding in the background, I was even able to read a few 

chapters of a book on the economic and political history of the past century without undue 

damage to my psyche. Oh, anger and outrage rose up for sure, but it settled back down quickly 

and I moved on easily. I found that, in a day of flow, even uncomfortable and distressing 

information can be viewed with a sense of perspective. “Anything I can do about that right now? 

No? OK, what’s next?”

I kept my attention on the feeling of flow - in my body and in my mind. As I rode the wave crest 

of the day, many things naturally fell away: dramatic stories, projected fears of the future, and 

remembered regrets of the past. My mind seemed washed clean every few minutes, leaving only 

the dance, the wave-form of energy flowing on its ceaseless way.

The idea that we are each an inseparable part of All That Is, is not a nice spiritual thing to 

believe, taking its place alongside all the other nice beliefs that religions have provided through 

the ages. It is instead, “The Way Things Are,” whether I believe it or not, understand it or not, 

feel it or not. 

Today, I admit that I have really enjoyed feeling it. Now that I’m writing about it, the awareness 

is receding just a bit. No matter. I’ll stop writing in a moment, and the dance will flow on!



Dance; whoever you are, wherever you are for the Tao is the Dance.



Afterword

One famous verse from Chapter 56 of The Tao Te Ching, is often translated as:

Those who talk, don't know. Those who know, don't talk.

I have talked (written) for more than 20,000 words in this book, so one logical conclusion might 

well be that I know absolutely nothing. In one sense that is very true. The more I walk along this 

path, the less and less I cling to ideas, concepts, and opinions. If I have any wisdom to impart, it 

may be the classical idea that, "I know that I know nothing." 

But I love to write. I love the sound of words in my head. I enjoy choosing words that are clear 

and perhaps lovely to see and hear. It's my art. I offer it as a finger pointing at the moon in the 

hope that you might see the beauty hanging there in the nighttime sky. When I point, of course, 

three fingers are curled back and actually pointing at me. Ignore them. That is, ignore any of my 

words that don't resonate and cause something deep within you to feel a sense of Cosmic wonder 

at the marvel of life. If just a few of the preceding words have stirred your desire for a fully-lived 

life, how wonderful that would be!

It is for you that I write, my unseen friend. If you would like to keep exploring this path with me, 

I can be reached through my website: Taoist Living - http://www.taoistliving.com   There is a 

"book" link at that site that will allow you to shop for the other books I have in print form, using 

any supplier you wish.

Joy and Contentment to you,

Bill Martin

Chico, California July 2014

http://www.taoistliving.com/
William Martin


William Martin
www.freedomsimplicityandjoy.com
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