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LAO~TZE THE OBSCURE SAGE 

Dear Friend: 

On a certain night in the year B. C. 604 a great 
falling star flashed through the heavens above what 
is now the Ho~nan Province of China... At that very 
hour a peasant woman, weary with working in the 
fields of a feudal lord, gave birth to a son under a 
plum tree. The mother, a widow of poor circum~ 
stances, named her new-born son Plumtree and later 
observing the extreme length of the lobes of his ears, 
added the further word Ear to his name___ Little 
Plumtree Ear was in many other respects different 
from other children .. _ He was conceived, according 
to the tradition, without mortal father by the influ­
ence of a great comet which was hovering over what 
is now Kwei~te at the hour of his conception. He 
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his bushy eyebrows were of the same color . . Like 
all very small babies he had a very old and wise 
look about him. __ T he ever~wagging tongue of tradi~ 
tion solemnly affirmed that he was born on his own 
seventieth birthday. 

In China all history is rapidly embellished with 
fantastic flights into the supernatural, but it is safe 
to say conservatively that little Plumtree Ear was 
indeed of humble parentage and obscure origin, 

otherwise his ancestry could not have evaded the 
searching eyes of Chinese historians .. _ His youth is 
equally obscure, but judging from the poverty of 
the elas.s into which he was born, we may assume 

that his struggle for education was long and diffi­
cult. The auguries of his birth predestined him to 
high estate in the world of learning, and to this des­
tiny he rose triumphant above all the limitations of 
ancestry and opportunity. 

He lived alone, he studied alone, and he medi~ 
tated alone. Being deprived of the educational re­
sources of his own country he searched deeply with­
in himself for the priceless secret of the ages. His 
very obscurity became the dominant precept of his 
life. So little is known of him as a personality that 
modern sceptics even attempt to prove that his very 
being is only a figment of Chinese imagination. 

As years advanced upon the white-haired man 
··hanar7t1fd7iignity came ·wt 1f7liem ana-he Wltsap::----­
pointed librarian of the Chou (the Third Dynasty 
extending from 1050 to 256 B. C.) This important 
appointment was the turning point in the ph£los~ 
opher's life. He emerged from the struggle for 

knowledge to find himself in the midst of the ac­
cumulated knowledge of the world. The third 
Ministry of the Chou was divided into two bodies of 
learned men. T he first group was termed the 
Bureau of Annalists, and the second the Bureau of 
Astrologers. The duties of the Annalists were two­
fold. First, to record all the words and deeds of the 
Emperor and place in an imperishable form all the 
laws and edicts of the state. Their second duty was 
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aged and disparaged priestcrafts, ignored rituals 
and formulas, and had nothing good to say for that 
enthusiasm to convert, present in most religious sys­
tems. For this reason the outer growth of his doc­
trine was paralyzed from the very first. Those who 
possessed it remained silent, and obeying the pre­
cepts of their master did nothing as social forces 
towards enlightenment. Lao-Tze left no pattern 

for the furtherance of his beliefs, and the doctrine 
came finally to be entirely dependent for its continu­
ity upon the beliefs and capacities of those who af­
firmed it. 

Tao was the goal and many were the means that 
men devised in their efforts to achieve the Principle. 
The doctrine of inactiQn, taken with alJ the force of 
its literal inference, resulted in the Taoism of today, 
a complex of divergent factors. 

Lao-Tze's teaching of inaction was founded upon 
the spiritual truth that inner experience is the one 
reality of life and men whose minds are focussed 
upon outward experience divide themselves from 
Truth by the very emphasis which they place upon 
the theory of outward accomplishment. Lao-Tze's 
inaction was really detachment, man releasing him­
self from the auto-hypnosis of the things he does, to 
emphasize the profound truth of what he is. 

Taoism of today is not the doctrine as given by 
Lao-Tze. The modern cult has been heavily in­
fluenced by Buddhism and the indigenous spirit­
worship of the Chinese. It now has priests and 
temples and shrines and altars, and a triad of divin­
ities centering around the deified of Lao­
Tze himself. T he simple, austere doctrine of the 
Obscure Sage has become a fantastic body of beliefs 
;n which genii of every order impose their influ­
ence upon the fate of mortals. 

QUOTATIONS 
A few extracts from the Tao-Teh-King give us a 

general insight into the mind of the Sage himself 
and the abstruse quality of his original teachings: 

"He who would gain a knowledge of the nature 
and attributes of the nameless, undefinable God 

(Tao) must first set himself free from all earthly 
desires." 

"The highest excellence is like that of water. The 
excellence of water appears in its benefiting all 

things, and in its occupying, without striving to the 

the low place which all men dislike." 
"When the work is done, and ones name is be­

coming distinguished, to withdraw into obscurity 
is the way of heaven." 

"When one gives undivided attention to the vital 
breath, and brings it to the utmost degree of pliancy, 
he can become as a tender babe. When he has 
cleansed away the most mysterious sights of his 

imagination, he can become without a flaw." 
"The state of vacancy should be brought to the 

utmost degree, and that of stillness guarded with 
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unwearytng vzgour. 
"He (the sage) is free from self-display, and 

therefore he shines; from self-assertion, and there­
fo.!e lJ:.e is distinguishexl; trom self-boasting, and 
therefore his merit is acknowledged; from self-com­
placency, and therefore he acquires superiority. It 
is because he is thus · free from striving that there­
fore no one in the world is able to strive with him." 

"Man takes his law from the earth; the earth 
takes its law from heaven; heaven takes its law 
from the Tao." 

"He who knows other men is discerning; he 
who knows himself is intelligent. He who over­
comes others is strong; he who overcomes himself is 
mighty." 

"There is no guilt greater than to sanction am­
bition; no calamity greater than to be discontented 
with one's lot." 

"The perception of what is small is the secret of 
clear-sightedness." 

"Governing a great state is like cooking small 
fish." (Small fish are easily over cooked.) . 

"But I have three precious things which I prize 
and hold vast. The first is gentleness; the second 
is economy; and the third is shrinking from taking 
precedence of others." 

"It is the Way of Heaven to diminish super­
abundance, and to supplement deficiency. It is not 
so with the way of man. He takes away from 
those who have nothing to add to his own super­
abundance." 

Yours sincerely, Manly P. Hall. 

NOTICE-Your subscription to the Monthly Letter 
expired with the April issue. Please send us your 
renewal if you wish the New Series. If you have re­
newed kindly disregard this notice. Renewal $1.00 
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