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To Betty Ann Elliott, who let us share her life and death and who demonstrated the Tao of grace and courage
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[ INTRODUCTION ]

Our Journey

We began this book to express our gratitude for the wisdom and encouragement that the classic Chinese text the Tao Te Ching has brought to us over the past twenty years. Its author, Lao Tzu, though a legendary figure from 2,600 years ago, feels like a trusted elder uncle, watching us with compassion and acceptance as we have walked, skipped, and stumbled along the paths of our lives. His understanding of how the Tao expresses itself in every atom of the cosmos has helped us maintain our balance through all the seasons of our life together: our love for each other, our relationship with our children, and our acceptance of our own aging. In The Caregiver’s Tao Te Ching, we hope to craft some of Lao Tzu’s wisdom, especially for those who find themselves, willingly or not, in the role of caregiver.

Life does not unfold according to our wishes. It is not predictable. It does not follow a smooth and comfortable path. It offers beauty and love mixed with transience and loss, creating a marvelous melancholy — a blend of pleasure and pain that brings intensity and mystery to existence. In the midst of such complexity, the ability to give care to one another is an essential part of a meaningful and compassionate life.

We started this book almost two years ago because we felt that our combined experience would allow us to offer support to those in professional or personal caregiving situations. Nancy had spent eleven years as a minister specializing in life transitions. She also had spent five years working for Enloe Hospice in Chico, California, training and supporting volunteers who gave practical, emotional, and spiritual support to hundreds of dying people and their families. She then started her own independent intensive training program, Zen Compassionate Care, which used a foundation of Zen awareness practice to develop caregiving skills. Bill brought thirty years of experience as a counselor, teacher, and Taoist scholar/author. We felt professionally competent and ready to write the book. Now, as we finish the book two years later, we have a new and far more personal perspective.

About a year ago we moved into an apartment near Nancy’s ninety-year-old mother, Betty Ann. Betty Ann was slowing down but cherished her independent life in her sunny second-floor apartment and wanted to remain there. We moved into the same complex so that we could check in on her as part of our daily rhythm.

In late summer 2009, Betty Ann’s congestive heart failure began to usher her from one stage of letting go to the next, and Nancy’s caregiving moved from the professional and theoretical to the personal and intense. In September Betty Ann could no longer safely live alone, so Nancy began sleeping in a twin bed beside her, helping her remain oriented during wakeful periods at night.

Betty Ann continued to let go — of walking on her own, of sitting up, finally of eating. With the support of a wonderful hospice team, Nancy maintained her position as director of the Still Point Zen Center yet spent most of her time at her mother’s side, watching and helping as she could. On December 11, after a wakeful night trying to help Betty Ann find a comfortable position for breathing, Nancy sat by her bed for her morning meditation. Nancy could see a large, bare tree just outside the window. As she began to meditate, a hawk came to rest on a limb of the tree, looking in the window. As Nancy let her breath settle and become slow and regular she noticed that Betty Ann’s breath had settled into the same rhythm. Throughout the thirty-minute meditation they breathed at the same gentle pace, and the hawk remained motionless in the tree. At the close of meditation, Nancy stood, bowed to her mother, and turned and bowed to the hawk. The hawk flew away, and Betty Ann let go of her last breath. It felt like she had joined him in flight

It would have been easier to write this book from a detached position, giving advice from safe ground. But the everchanging energy of the Tao took a different expression. The final touches of the book have had to emerge as Nancy grieved her mother’s death and settled her affairs. The emotions are still tender. The fatigue is still heavy.

It is our deepest hope that the ancient wisdom of Lao Tzu, which pours through the Tao, will join with our present-day direct experience of tenderness and loss to express the true nature of giving and receiving care. At the core of our being lies an ancient, innate wisdom. This is the source and power of compassionate care. It allows each of us to live out this task in our own unique way.

Your caregiving journey may be similar to ours, or it may be quite different. You may be helping a loved one through recovery from an illness or surgery. You may be caring for someone with a long-term disability. You may be called to give care in one or more of hundreds of different ways. Whatever your situation, you will benefit from the support of Lao Tzu’s wisdom and from an awareness of your own deep connection with the essence of life that he called the Tao.

The Chinese character for Tao has many possible translations. It can simply mean “path,” as in a path to your front door, or it can refer to many different types of ways and paths. Lao Tzu used the character in its most expansive sense — the mysterious Way in which the cosmos unfolds itself. He uses the character Te to refer to the energy and power with which this Tao operates. So his book the Tao Te Ching literally means “The Book of the Way and Its Power.”

The Tao Te Ching is not a linear book. It does not present a tightly organized scheme of premises and conclusions. Instead, it is a collection of poems, each touching on one of the characteristics of the Tao that can be observed as it manifests itself. It often repeats themes, visiting them from different angles. It can be inspiring, confusing, and frustrating for those of us with the Western habit of wanting answers spelled out clearly.

Caregiving is much the same. It does not unfold in an orderly fashion. It evades easy answers. We would like to wrap it up in neat bundles of conclusions we can rely on, but it refuses to remain tidy and orderly. It is sometimes gratifying, often frustrating, always a mystery.

Caregiving and the Tao have other characteristics in common. Each asks that we show up and have a direct experience of life as it is unfolding in this moment. Each seems unpredictable to our conditioned mind yet follows its own course and asks us to follow along. Each contains paradoxes that our desires and opinions cannot resolve and therefore asks for our acceptance. Each asks not for a grand plan but for a willingness to take the next simple step.

Two Minds

We use the terms conditioned mind and Tao mind to describe the two basic perspectives from which we human beings can experience life. Our conditioned mind is the conscious sense of identity we have learned through a lifetime of input from our parents, friends, culture, and events. This identity is a natural function of the brain and allows us to make reasonable decisions about what actions to take in any given circumstance.

But conditioned mind is too narrow and limited to serve as the only locus of self-identity We believe that there is a deeper, broader, unconditioned sense of identity and perspective, which we call Tao mind. From this perspective we do not see ourselves as separate from all that is happening. Here our intuition and natural wisdom are available, unrestricted by the learned beliefs, opinions, and fears that dominate so much of our lives and so easily contaminate our caregiving.

Your own experience of caregiving can be a unique opportunity to live from the perspective of the Tao, from your own Tao mind. This will be quite a different way of seeing life and may seem frightening and strange at times. Be assured that you are completely capable of this experience and that it will, in fact, begin to usher you into an awareness and freedom that will transform your life.

In a sense, there is only one message of Lao Tzu’s book and therefore of ours: “You are, by nature, an expression of the Tao, and its wisdom and power are part of your true nature. Let go of the stories to the contrary and live in wonder and appreciation.” Lao Tzu called attention to this message from many different angles, but it remained the core of his teaching. Each caregiving situation is unique in many ways, but the essence of effective and compassionate response remains the same. Lao Tzu used only five thousand words to express this. We have used almost four times that many, but we have tried to keep to the same essential theme. Lao Tzu repeated his basic themes often, offering a slightly different vantage point each time. We have tried to do the same. Each element of the book is an invitation to look once again, gently, compassionately, and with deep acceptance at what is arising in you. No matter how complex the details of your situation, what you truly desire and need is that basic trust in life, in the Tao, and in yourself. This is the message of every chapter. Let it sink deep into your awareness.

We offer you all our tender wishes. You can contact us through our website, www.thestillpoint.com. Don’t hesitate to write and share your journey with us. We know the hopes and fears you face, and we deeply care.
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Let Go

Caring for loved ones with your ideas

and caring for them with your actions

are two different processes.

The first arises within your mind

and often brings confusion.

The second is a direct experience,

free of mental voices,

and leads to clarity.

The mind that wants to help

does not know how.

The mind that lets go of wanting

knows exactly what to do.

Both minds reside within us.

Learning to live with both

unlocks the secret of caregiving.

Be quietly present with yourself

in the presence of another human being.

If you can do this you will know

the next simple thing to do.

This is all that is ever necessary.

THE FIRST STEP IN CAREGIVING is to let go of our ideas about what it means to be a helpful, compassionate caregiver. These mental images set standards that easily lead to disappointment, frustration, and self-doubt. The direct experience of giving care is new every moment and leads us in unfamiliar directions. We gather experience along the way, but with each encounter we must show up, stay present to what is actually happening, and see what occurs. When we do this, a space opens in which compassion for everyone involved, including ourselves, can naturally arise.

Caring for another person is not about orchestrating the tasks of the day so that we can do it “right.” It is about letting go of our ideas and making room for the two people who are here in this place, in this moment. It is the freedom to be who we are and to open our hearts to ourselves and to those in our care.
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Come and Go

You cannot give another person

happiness without sadness,

comfort without pain,

gain without loss,

or life without death.

Do not try.

Let your helping be without agenda.

Let the natural course of things unfold.

Do what you do,

and think no more about it.

This will bring freedom

to giver and receiver alike.

LIFE IS A RICH MIXTURE OF SENSATIONS, emotions, ideas, and experiences. They arise, build, and then ebb at their own pace. As much as we long to cling to the positive experiences and avoid the painful, all experiences come and go as part of life.

When we resist the sensations or emotions of the moment we create suffering. Now we face not just physical discomfort but also the internal judgment that our feelings are wrong, unfair, and unendurable.

We care for our loved ones with the intention of adding to their comfort and lessening their pain. Yet there are days when neither can be accomplished. The experience of the day is not what we wanted for ourselves or for the one in our care. Freedom comes as we do what seems best in the moment and simply let the outcome be what it is. Without review or evaluation we can simply let life reveal the next natural step.
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Acceptance Brings Change

Clinging to how we think things should be

brings confusion and despair.

Seeing things be as they are

brings clarity.

Clarity leads to effective action.

Trying to change others

leads to resistance and frustration.

Seeing others as they are

leads to acceptance.

Acceptance leads to change.

TO ACCEPT WHAT IS HAPPENING in this moment, this situation, this season of life, does not require us to like it. Acceptance is the simple act of acknowledging what is true — this sensation, this fear, this frustration, or this dread that we are experiencing right now. Avoiding it only adds sorrow and suffering to what is already painful.

It takes courage to step forward into the reality of the moment. This person who is dear to our heart is weak, ill, injured, recovering slowly, or dying. She will experience a whole range of responses as symptoms change and she moves from hope to despair, from resignation to peace.

We are here to share this life as it is, one moment at a time. Acceptance is the first step in becoming a true companion in this journey. It will bring the clarity and openness that will reveal what is possible now.
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Inexhaustible Source

Striving, we become exhausted.

Ceasing to strive, we find astonishing energy.

Tranquility rests within us,

softening our edges

and bringing us peace.

Where does it come from?

Someplace we can’t name.

What is its source?

Something inexhaustible.

What does it do?

Everything that needs to be done.

WE HAVE BEEN TAUGHT not to trust our true nature and to look outside ourselves for peace, tranquility, and wisdom. Yet at the core of who we are lies an ancient, innate wisdom. This is our natural connection with the Tao.

This connection is called by many names. We talk of returning to our “own hearts” or coming back to “center.” We speak of our “true nature,” which is compassion. In all these ways we point to something that cannot be named. It can only be rediscovered through direct experience.

We recognize it when we are doing well in the midst of the challenges of caregiving. We see it when we know deep within that all truly is well, even in the middle of the most distressing day. We sense it when we find tenderness welling up to soothe our frustration and despair when we feel we are failing at our task.

Watch for these experiences. They are available to all of us, to remind us of the trustworthiness of our own hearts.
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Sitting Quietly

Expecting life to bring us what

we want and to deliver us from what we do not want

is to suffer needlessly.

Finding that we are adequate

for everything that happens

is to be at peace.

Preferring some things

and avoiding others,

we struggle through life.

Sitting quietly and breathing deeply,

we find renewal within ourselves.

Sitting quietly with another person,

we watch him find renewal

within himself.

SITTING QUIETLY IN MEDITATION we practice opening our hearts to whatever arises within. We do not abandon ourselves, no matter what sensations, thoughts, or moods arise. No longer believing that we must escape the intensity of our inner experience, we stay right with the sensations as they arise, peak, and then ebb. We rest in the breath, feeling it as it moves into and out of the body. Its rhythm reminds us to take in this vivid moment of life and then let it go.

As we become more at ease with all the intensity that flows through our beings, we find that we can remain present with what is happening. In this way we build proof that we can endure and even welcome all that life presents, one moment at a time.
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Hidden, but Never Absent

You cannot give another person joy,

for joy has never left her.

It is what is always there

beneath the struggles and the pain,

hidden,

but never absent.

You cannot make another person see it.

You can only see it for yourself.

The more you see it in all things,

the more she sees it in herself.

THE TASKS OF CAREGIVING can distract us from the joy that endures even in the most difficult situations. We become lost in responding to symptoms, complaints, and needs. We forget that this person is not a problem to be solved but someone we deeply care for.

When we sink below the surface demands, the joy of being part of one another’s life remains. A gruff father softens and at moments takes on a childlike glow. A child who has been struggling with pain finds a moment of delight as something makes her laugh. A frail mother gets the giggles as she tries to find her elusive balance halfway between sitting and standing. This joy finds ways to bubble up to the surface at unexpected moments. We do not need to create it or make it appear. It will emerge on its own. We just notice and savor it.
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Room to Work

How can we reveal to another person

the mysterious comfort of the eternal Tao?

By seeing without judgment

and listening without interpreting.

By waiting without purpose

and sharing without agenda.

In this way we become an empty space,

not cluttered with our own perceptions.

In this space the Tao has room to work.

THE PERSON WE ARE CARING FOR is in the midst of a complex process. So are we. Part of what we can offer is the compassionate space needed to contain all that is happening. A helpful image is of a large, shallow, empty bowl that occupies the space between us and the one in our care. Into this bowl the care receiver can pour out anything and everything.

We listen without comments or advice. We take nothing personally as he shares, so there is no limit to what he can pour out in our presence. We reflect back a few of his own words to help him continue untangling the jumble of thoughts and emotions that come as his body no longer behaves as it once did.

It is not up to us to find or give answers. In this safe place, the one in our care will find those answers emerging in his own words.
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Clarity

The Tao flows like water

into all the nooks and crannies of life,

nurturing everything without distinction.

As water lets the nature of the terrain

determine its course,

so the Tao lets circumstances

determine its actions.

This is how we do our work:

not assuming what is needed

but letting the moment determine our actions;

not withholding our intrinsic goodness

but giving nurture wherever it is needed;

not pushing forcefully ahead

but waiting patiently for clarity to emerge.

A RIVER YIELDS TO THE CHANGING FEATURES in the riverbed that holds it. Nothing is truly an obstacle as the water continues its inevitable movement, finding the course that the Tao provides. In our caregiving we do not know what will happen from one day to the next or even over the next few hours. If we cling to assumptions and plans we can feel thrown off balance by the unexpected. We end up bracing ourselves and feel separate from the flow of the Tao.

Yet we are never separate from life’s unfolding. When we trust this deep reality, we find ourselves once again in harmony with the Tao. Our intrinsic goodness guides us to the next simple thing to do. What is truly nurturing in this moment will make itself clear.
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Because We Want To

Wanting gratitude for our actions,

we are never satisfied.

Trying to control the situation,

we are never secure.

Looking for approval,

we are never happy.

If we do what we do

just because we want to,

the doing itself is all we will ever need.

OUR CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES naturally condition us to look for approval and to feel safe when we receive it. The smiles and frowns of parents and teachers train us to look to others to see if we are doing things well and if we are loved and accepted. This desire for approval is naturally present in our caregiving experience as well.

Trusting the Tao in our caregiving, we find that our fulfillment is not dependent on someone else’s response. When we become aware of searching for external signs of approval or disapproval, we can gently lay it aside. The satisfaction we truly desire comes from recognizing our willingness to care for another person, regardless of his or her response. We are doing this because we want to.
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