The Greatest Change) par:
© Daniel Campbell

In 2006, I started watching a television show called Avatar: The Last Airbender.
In the show, four elements are “bent” to the will of the bender. Each bending style is
inspired by one of China’s great martial arts: Baguazhang, Taijiquan, Hang Ga kung fu,
and Northern Shaolin (Bé&ishaolin) kung fu. This interested me, so I searched the Web for

information on these martial arts.

The first page I came across was for Baguazhang*, the style of Airbenders. Within
the Wikipedia page were references to Taoism, which led me to a search for a good
Tao Te Ching translation. The principles that I had gleaned from my web searching
—compassion, humility, discipline—felt authentic and compelled me to learn more.
This differed from other religious and philosophical texts I had read, which spoke of
impending doom, severe mortal punishment, or the myriad ways to be banished to Hell.
There was also a large focus on dogma, to believe blindly without questioning. The 7ao
Te Ching felt like an opportunity to explore something positive in philosophy and maybe

walk away a little wiser. The focus on self-improvement and positively influencing the

world was refreshing. So it was decided: “Let’s check out this book.”
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Eventually, I found a translation by Derek Lin, someone who I felt was honest in his
approach to teaching philosophy. Before getting to the first chapter, Derek lays out the
process he took in creating the translation. He explains his methodology, the difficulties
of capturing the same concise beauty of the original, and why he chose to put footnotes
on the opposite page of each chapter. This level of craftsmanship is part of what attracted
me to the book. As a complete outsider at the time, the commentary gave me a much-
needed perspective on the text that other translations didn’t appear to have. Also included
is an invitation to join the community on Taoism.net, its online meetings, and the forum.
This was a welcome surprise to me, and I would later join after finishing my first reading

of the book.

I joined the forum in 2007. That time was tumultuous for me, rife with personal
difficulties, romantic troubles, and poor decision-making. In reading the 7ao Te Ching
and discussing it with others on the Tea House forum, I gained some much-needed
perspective on my life. Since I was new, I gravitated toward the easier lessons: things
I could apply immediately and see the results. Chapter 76—dealing with flexibility—was
particularly useful to me. Another chapter, exposing the relationship between space and
substance, taught me how space and substance interacted in my own life. Other concepts
—like “p” and “wii wéi”—were also interesting, but I wasn’t ready for them. This is an
important part to keep in mind, because nobody runs a marathon on the day they learn to
walk. The smaller lessons help one learn how to apply the Tao, which gives the learner
momentum and insight to the energies of their path. That momentum ripples throughout

your life and can bring you to the other lessons, if you are disciplined and sincere.

@ mmesmizasTMA
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I faltered in that discipline from time to time, and ignored advice, as can be
expected from a younger person. I let my ego get between me and my spiritual and
personal goals. I allowed others to control my emotions. In doing so, I brought a lot of
pain on myself. Even when I acted in this way, the Tea House members and the Tao itself
didn’t change; they were still receptive, compassionate, and concerned. That’s when I
learned about unattached compassion, given freely. It was very humbling; I felt almost
ashamed. It wasn’t due to anyone’s actions or words but my own, however. The Tea
House was always there, encouraging me to apply what I learned, to share my story with
others, and set a good example for those around me. [ was unaware then, but [ was being
taught how to live the Tao instead of simply studying it. Knowledge is useless if it’s not

applied to become wisdom.

Over time, I would write articles concerning the Tao in my own voice. I’d focus,
again, on concepts that were immediately understandable to a reader and could be applied
for noticeable outcomes: encouraging one to tidy their home and free it of items they
won’t use or enjoy, arguing that homosexuality is not against the Tao, and expressing
the binary system of computers as a sort of “technological Tao”. The articles served as
a way for me to test my understanding of the Tao and spread a positive or inspirational

message.

Some of these articles were picked up by independent journals. It was humbling
and exciting to have my words published by another entity. I wasn’t paid for any of
these articles or their publishing; I was happy getting the message out and hoping that
someone, somewhere would transform their life for the better as a result of my work. I
was inspired by the stories and transformations of others, so it only felt right to share my

understanding as well. The Tao wants to be shared!

@ mmmit34TMA
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Let’s fast forward a little bit, to May 2017. Over the years I had developed a
friendship with Derek, and he knew I was interested in pursuing [-Kuan Tao initiation.
He informed me that Master Chen of the El Monte, California temple was coming to my
region soon for other initiations, and asked if I’d be able to attend. After ironing out some
details, the plans were made. Along the way, we discussed a vegetarian diet, which we’ll

get to later. Let’s establish some back story.

Throughout 2016, I found myself stressed and addicted to energy drinks, my father
died prematurely, and my cat died, who had been my primary companion for fifteen
years. When I broke this news to others on the Tea House to explain my absence, Derek
reached out to me and asked about my health. A simple expression of concern meant so
much to me in my time of grief; it motivated me to try to take care of myself. It was a

wake-up call, and this time I listened.

The energy drinks were dropped, immediately. I don’t recall telling anyone I had
found myself in that rut again, but it was clear my current path wasn’t working for me.
Over the past four years, I had gained 60 pounds. I hurt all the time, and work politics
were severely affecting my mental and financial well-being. All of this in the wake of
two deaths in the family felt like I was being punished for something. “What did I do to
deserve so much misery? Did I have a hand in my cat’s death?” Even in grief, my ego
remained stubborn and angry. Self-pity and stress clouded my judgment. I wasn’t giving
myself the slack I needed to recover and bring order to my life again. This part of the
story is relevant, because if [ hadn’t started to look at my choices and correct them (again),
I might not have felt motivated to attend initiation. That was an important goal for me—to
connect with other cultivators in person, learn more of the culture, and formally receive

the Tao.

X https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baguazhang
( To Be Continued )
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