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My Thoughts on 7ao Te Ching Chapter 78

Today, 1 would like to share my thoughts after studying
chapter 78 of Tao Te Ching. Lao Zi said that the weak overcomes
the strong, and softness overcomes hardness. You might think this
is contradictory. How is that possible? When two people are in a
fight, normally the one who is stronger wins. How can the weaker
one win?

In this chapter, Lao Zi used water to answer this question.
He described water as the softest and strongest out of the five
elements, which are metal, wood, fire, water, and earth. How
so? Well, water could gradually corrode metal, decompose fine
woods, extinguish fire, separate a heavy block of clay into smaller
parts. There’s nothing softer than water, and yet it is the only
thing that can defeat the other strong things.

Lao Zi pointed out that we could learn from water’s softness.
This softness includes more than the shapeless aspect of water,
or its ability to pass through miniscule gap, the softness also
refers to flexibility and humility. We have all worked in a group
before, and when we are in a group, arguments are inevitable.
However, when two people are arguing, the one who is louder
doesn’t necessarily win the debate. Rather, the one who uses his
or her logic to nicely present the ideas is more likely to convince
others. When we are working with other people, we can’t always
think that we are right and others must listen to us. We have to
be flexible in listening and taking in suggestions and ideas that
may be radically different from ours. This is especially hard to
do when we have some accomplishments - as we have more
achievements, we build our self-esteem and think that we are at a
higher standing than those around us. When I was in tenth grade,
I had the opportunity to perform at Carnegie Hall because I won
a piano competition. After the performance, I thought: hmm...I
am actually quite decent in piano; I’m not bad. So when my
piano teacher asked me if I wanted to have her listen to my piece
and check any errors before the next competition, I dismissed
her and told her that I would be able to handle it myself. You
could probably guess that I didn’t win - that competition was the
first time I didn’t win anything because I overestimated myself.
Now, I watch my thoughts carefully - I make sure that I don’t let
arrogance overtake humbleness because I can always learn more
from others.

Another praiseworthy characteristic of water is that it doesn’t
ask for recognitions and awards for all the good things it does
for us. Without water, we would not be here today. Water does so
much for us: from washing our dirty clothes to flushing the toilet,
it is essential in our daily lives. When you see a skillfully crafted
ceramic piece, you see its appearance: the colorful paintings, fine
structures, you don’t see any trace of water, which is a crucial
material in making ceramics pieces. If there’s no water, the dry

By Sophia Cheng

clay could not be sculpted into the pieces. Yet, when you are
looking at the piece, you don’t, at least I hope you don’t, hear
water whispering, “Without me, this wouldn’t have been possible.
You need to thank me for that. Remember!” Water just evaporates
after it has done its job. Sometimes, after we do something for
someone else, we put a tally mark down and hope to get “repaid”
in some way in the future, whether it be receiving an award or
present. However, we could learn from water: after we help
others, we should just forget what we did because if we keep on
hoping for a payback, that would contradict our intention in the
first place. When we offered to help others, we shouldn’t be doing
it because we want to be praised or want something in return, we
should do it simply because we have a kind heart that wants to
help others.

One of water’s most important characteristics is its ability to
change forms, and yet maintaining its true self. We all know that
water is liquid in room temperature, and can change to gas and
solid depending on the temperature. In different temperatures,
water changes its form, but it is still water. As I was studying
this, I thought about the different people and cultures that I
have encountered. Some people are hot-tempered, while some
are docile. Some are egotistic, while some are humble. Some
are careful, while some are careless. Of course, I interact with
different people differently, but I am still me. My principles don’t
change even though everything else is constantly changing. We
have to be our true selves and hold our principles even when
we are under peer pressures or in a difficult situation. We can
change how we respond to the distinct events, just like how water
changes forms, but we can’t compromise the right principles in
order to satisfy someone else.

Lastly, Lao Zi mentioned that even though everyone knows
they should be humble and have a softness, or flexibility, to their
character, not a lot of people could truly do that. Why? Because
it is hard. This is the same as, even though we all know that we
shouldn’t have too many desires, we still get tangled up and are
obsessed with material life. And often, we believe that it will take
a long time to obtain water’s characteristics because it takes time
to practice in our day-to-day life, so we tell ourselves: I will start
practicing that once I retire, or when I am older, because I am so
busy now. Who’s got time for that? However, our bad habits will
be harder to correct as we age. It will even become harder for us
to detect them.

After reading Tao Te Ching, 1 know that I still have a lot
to learn from water, but I will always remember: the weak
overcomes the strong, and softness overcomes hardness.

For more discussions on the Tao, please visit www. TrueTao.org!
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