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 PRAISE FOR THE SAGE’S TAO TE CHING

“Here is wisdom that is beauty and beauty that is wisdom. William Martin’s final book of his Tao Te Ching trilogy is a masterpiece. It illuminates all the unexplored potentials inherent in the second half of life and eases the mind into each one. Powerful, lyrical, insightful, The Sage’s Tao Te Ching is a guide that will lead your heart gently and surely to ‘life itself.’”

—HUGH AND GAYLEPRATHER, authors of  The Little Book of Letting Go
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“Let this gem of a book and the wisdom it imparts enfold every aspect of your being. Whatever time you have remaining on this planet will be immensely enriched.”

—DAVID MCNALLY, author of  Even Eagles Need a Push
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“Like its predecessors, The Sage’s Tao Te Ching opens our minds to the wisdom of our natural state and encourages us to accept and honor the inevitability of the wonder-filled grace of aging. Bill Martin deserves our humble gratitude for reacquainting us with our true selves.”

—from the foreword by CHUNGLIANG AL HUANG
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BECAUSE EVERY BOOK IS A TEST OF NEW IDEAS






 BOOKS BY WILLIAM MARTIN

The Tao of Forgiveness  
A Path and a Practice  
The Sage’s Tao Te Ching  
The Couple’s Tao Te Ching  
The Parent’s Tao Te Ching  
The Way of the Word  
The Art of Pastoring
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To George Fowler, who returned to the Tao ten years ago.  
George, you showed me what a true sage looks like.  
May your dance eternally endure.
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 FOREWORD
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MORE THAN TWO thousand five hundred years ago, when Confucius reached the venerable age of seventy, he took the occasion to reflect on his life: “At fifteen I was committed to learning. At thirty I took my rightful position. At forty, I was no longer totally perplexed. At fifty, I began to understand the unfolding of my true nature. At sixty, I was in harmony with contradictions and ambivalence. At seventy, at long last, I may follow my heart’s desire without going astray.” Even for this master sage, becoming wise required a lifetime of work.

Confucius and his disciples produced reams of writing in a conscientious effort to enlighten the masses. In contrast, Lao Tzu, who according to legend was Confucius’ contemporary and teacher, wrote five thousand words, most of those in his Tao Te Ching. Several hundred generations later, those  eighty-one poetic verses continue to inspire seekers of truth and wisdom and translators in languages spoken everywhere on the globe.

Twelve years ago William Martin embarked on an ingenious and novel enterprise—mining and crystallizing the essential teachings of the Tao Te Ching for specific audiences. He addressed his first volume to parents, his second to loving couples. As difficult and foolhardy as it may be to set out to improve on a classic, William Martin has arguably done just that. While he has remained faithful to the spirit of the  Tao Te Ching, his words maintain all the original wisdom of Lao Tzu’s, yet identify themes and situations that resonate especially with parents and couples.

Now you hold his third reinterpretation of the Tao in your hands. In his introduction Bill Martin tells us that the writing of this newest book coincides with his own “saging.” Although those of us approaching or already in the midst of this saging third of our lives have much to appreciate and enjoy, the wisdom accumulated over a lifetime often clashes with the admonitions of others to pursue the life of the forever young. Each of us must come to terms with those messages that are at odds with who we have become. Like its predecessors, The Sage’s Tao Te Ching helps us to do just that, opening our minds to the wisdom of our natural state and encouraging us to accept and honor the inevitability of the wonder-filled grace of aging. Bill Martin deserves our humble gratitude for reacquainting us with our true selves.

 

—CHUNGLIANG AL HUANG, founder and president of the Living Tao Foundation and author of Embrace Tiger, Return to Mountain






 INTRODUCTION
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I WROTE THIS interpretation of Lao Tzu’s classic work of practical philosophy, the Tao Te Ching, when I was fifty-five years old. Now, ten years later, as it is being reissued in a tenth anniversary edition, I am delighted to have the opportunity to revisit the introduction and note, with heartfelt awareness, that it was much easier to write the words than it has been to live them these past ten years. Despite that awareness, I haven’t altered my conviction that Lao Tzu’s image of the “sage” is an essential model for a modern journey into wisdom. In fact, I am increasingly aware that, without a reemergence of the sage as the model for older people, we’re in ever-greater danger of trivializing ourselves into further decay and decline.

In some respects, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 appear to have driven us further into  distraction and away from thoughtful consideration. We’ve turned not to wisdom but rather to fear and political polarization. Instead of heeding the courageous voices of our sages offering a path of compassion, we have turned to the voices that urge us to remain in our habitual patterns of consumption and distraction. I find myself deeply concerned as I watch so many older people sink into withdrawal and fear, casting about for ways to protect and isolate themselves.

Yet once again the voice of Lao Tzu reminds me that nothing has really changed over the past 2,500 years. Human beings have always been conditioned to look for easy and painless paths through difficulties. We don’t want to face the sometimes painful path of compassion, empathy, and openness to the needs of other people. We naturally turn aside from discomfort and seek to reassure ourselves that we can ignore the needs of an interdependent world, a world deeply in need of healing and compassion. The guidance of Lao Tzu continues to offer an alternative. A deeper, more authentic way is always possible—for nations, for individuals, for me. The world continues to wait for word from the center of human wisdom. Who will speak this word if not those who have tried the other ways and found them inadequate, those who are finally willing and able to let go of useless desires and fears, to live and to say the truth with the force and compassion necessary for these times? Who will speak as sages to a world that needs their voice if not you and I?

The Sage’s Tao Te Ching is my third interpretation of Lao Tzu. Like its predecessors, The Parent’s Tao Te Ching and The Couple’s Tao Te Ching, it is an expression of Taoist thought for our modern life. The Tao Te Ching has been my guide through my responsibilities and concerns as a parent and in my relationship of love and intimacy with my spouse—and over the past ten years it has been my support in the latter part of my life, a period when I have sought to live as a fearsome, powerful, wonder-filled sage.

The sage in Chinese society has been a venerated role for thousands of years. Indeed, it is assumed that a person does not have the capacity for true wisdom until the years have bestowed the benefits arising from the full experience of such seeming polarities as success and failure, gain and loss, love and fear, sickness and health, and life and death.

Many traditional societies have venerated the role of sage, but perhaps none more clearly than the Chinese. The two formative philosophies of Chinese history, Taoism and Confucianism, each view the sage as the primary keeper and transmitter of wisdom, culture, values, power, and spirituality. For Lao Tzu, the principal voice of Taoism, the older person who becomes a sage is a model of the life of freedom and contentment to which all aspire. In his  Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu writes eighty-one short poetic chapters of advice which hold up the sage, sometimes called “master” or “wise one,” as the essence of humanity. In The Sage’s Tao Te Ching, I have reformulated what I believe to be the heart of each of Lao  Tzu’s chapters into an insight or reflection for the older person in our particular modern society.

In the ten years since I wrote The Sage’s Tao Te Ching, I have found that the actual process of becoming an elder keeper of wisdom and model of hope is far from easy. Merely growing ten years older has not automatically made me wise. I have struggled firsthand with the conditioned tendencies to restrict my perspective, tighten the reins on my life, and become self-protective and isolated. On the other hand, I have continued to live by the insights of Lao Tzu and to experience deep gratitude for the spaciousness, hope, serenity, and power they provide. I am facing the most important role of my life as I attempt to harvest my experience, gather my courage, access my wisdom, and prepare to live and to serve with the compassion and grace that is so greatly needed in my life and in my world.

Many of our societal structures have not supported me in my desire. On every side I have been reminded of our culture’s idolization of youth. Advertisements portray senior citizens as healthy, wealthy, but not necessarily wise. We are urged to continue to be good consumers as we move into retirement communities, spending our carefully amassed pensions even as those pensions are decimated by the very systems that urge us to spend them.

A new model of aging is needed. Instead of attempting to be gray-haired teenagers still grasping at the illusory gusto of youth or, conversely, slipping into the depressive and curmudgeonly role of excess baggage, despairing of hope and waiting to  die, we must recapture the traditional role of elder, or sage. Our society, more now than ten years ago, is desperate for a critical mass of older people to make this transformation. When they do, a revolution will occur that will help make the coming age not the Information Age, as we have been led to believe, but the Age of Wisdom.

The Sage’s Tao Te Ching is, for me, the most satisfying of my interpretations of Lao Tzu’s words. Growing older, coming to terms with my successes and failures, facing my own mortality, and watching my culture slip farther and farther into a “sound bite” understanding of life have brought me to the most crucial crossroads of my life. Will I be able to harvest my life in compassion and love for the world? Will I find in my own heart the wisdom for which I long? This question trumps all others for me. I suspect it is the same for you. We need each other more than ever. Around the world, small groups of elders are beginning to support one another as we engage in this monumental task. Our quest might just be the hero’s journey of our time. I would enjoy sharing this journey with you in whatever way might be appropriate. I can be reached through The Still Point, the center in northern California where I am a teacher (www.thestillpoint.com).

May the power and wisdom inherent in the mysterious Tao surround us all.

 

BILL MARTIN 
Chico, California 
February 2010
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OLDER OR WISER?

Growing older either reveals or hides 
the mystery of existence.

 

If you are becoming a sage 
you will grow in trust and contentment. 
You will discover the light 
of life’s deepest truths. 
If you are merely growing older, 
you will become trapped by fears and frustrations. 
You will see only the darkness 
of infirmity and death.

 

The great task of the sage 
is learning to see in the darkness 
and not be afraid.
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There is one primary choice 
facing every aging person: 
Will we become sages, 
harvesting the spiritual essence of our lives 
and blessing all future generations? 
Or will we just grow older, 
withdrawing, 
circling the wagons, 
and waiting for the end?
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PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

Many in our culture 
regard youth as good 
and old age as bad. 
But is this true?

 

In the sage, youth and age are married. 
Wisdom and folly have each been lived fully. 
Innocence and experience now support one 
another. 
Action and rest follow each other easily. 
Life and death have become inseparable.

 

The sage has experienced all opposites 
and lets them come and go 
without clinging or fretting. 
Therefore the sage can talk without lecturing, 
act without worrying about results, 
and live in contentment with all events.
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The first part of our life 
was spent separating things into categories: 
good and bad, 
like and dislike, 
me and you, 
us and them. 
Now it is time to put all the pieces back together 
into a seamless whole.
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EVERY ORDINARY MOMENT

We are learning to distinguish 
between true and false power. 
We see the clamoring of the young 
for wealth and position 
and we sadly smile and shake our heads.

 

We are less attached to our possessions 
and no longer dominated by great ambition. 
We are not enslaved by our desires 
and therefore not as vulnerable to the schemes of 
others.

 

Our thoughts are becoming clearer, 
and our needs are becoming more simple. 
Enough to eat, 
a comfortable bed, 
and the glow of friendship 
suffice to delight us.
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Isn’t it wonderful to have friends visit 
and to talk of gentle, hopeful things? 
How pleasant to enjoy the aroma of morning coffee 
and a sip of sherry before bed. 
We have earned the right 
to enjoy every ordinary moment.
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WE ARE OLDER BUT NOT WITHERED

We are older 
but not withered. 
We are like the Tao, 
always the source of new things. 
The years can not harden 
the suppleness of our soul, 
nor dry the wellsprings of our heart. 
Our flexible mind 
keeps our body soft and loose. 
We are like a newborn baby 
in so many wonderful ways: 
open, delighted, 
curious and unafraid.
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It may sometimes seem 
that the juices are gone. 
But they are not. 
Do something every day that increases suppleness. 
Listen to music you’ve never heard before. 
Read a book by an unfamiliar author. 
Practice simple yoga or Tai Chi for your body. 
Walk in natural beauty. 
Talk gently with a lonely person. 
You will be surprised and delighted 
at the river of compassion 
that flows within you.
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OUR HEART HAS EXPANDED WITH COMPASSION

As we grow in age 
we grow also in acceptance. 
We see shades of gray 
instead of black and white. 
We become slow to condemn 
and quick to forgive.

 

We do not rant and rave. 
We do not complain and gripe. 
Our heart has expanded with compassion 
and is open to all people.
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Bitterness and cynicism abound 
but you do not have to partake. 
Think of an individual or organization 
whose actions have upset you. 
Write them a letter thanking them 
for the benefits they provide 
and encouraging them 
in the difficult work they do. 
Tell them you understand 
how difficult it is 
to satisfy everyone. 
Notice how such an action 
will make you feel.






End of sample
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