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The Potion of Immortality (PartIl)

The Tao

Who was the real Taoist in this story? It was not
the monk. He might have looked the part, and he
certainly knew what to say to sound convincing, but
none of it was genuine. He was little more than a
swindler.

The emperor had a genuine interest in the Tao,
but his interest did not give him understanding of
Tao principles, much less mastery. His interest also
did not protect him from being misled down the
wrong path.

The minister did not seem like a Taoist. He
did not talk about the Tao or express any interest
in it, but his actions spoke louder than words. He
demonstrated qualities that made him the real Taoist,
regardless of how others labeled him.

These three characters are archetypes. We see
manifestations of them in our world today. The
monk is like the phony spiritual teachers who appear
pious and compassionate. In reality, they are more
interested in receiving gold than sharing golden
nuggets of wisdom with others.

The emperor is like the people who fall under
the sway of such self-appointed teachers. Like the
emperor, they are sincere in their desire to learn, but
they may not be able to tell what is authentic and
what is not.

The minister is the one we should emulate. He
perceived the world clearly, with a healthy dose of
skepticism. He was not hardened and cynical, but
he was also not gullible and easily deceived. This is
perfectly in tune with the Tao, which is much more
about practical considerations than flights of fancy
or wishful thinking.

If you find this a bit surprising, it may be
because you have come across people who want you
to think about the Tao as something nebulous and
mysterious. That way, they can set themselves up as
the guardians of proprietary truths.

by Derek Lin

The minister demonstrated the meaning of
honor by taking a risk to save the emperor from his
own folly. This is also perfectly in tune with the
Tao, because real Tao cultivators are much more
concerned with others’ welfare than their own. When
they see friends in need of assistance, mentoring or
protection, they do not hesitate. They take action,
even if they are disadvantaged or inconvenienced in
the process.

Another attribute of the minister we should
emulate is his way of guiding the emperor back to
the right path. He did not engage in a shouting match
or sacrifice himself as a martyr, because neither
would result in a harmonious outcome. Instead, he
took the emperor through a series of reasoning steps
gently and yet firmly.

This is exactly how real Tao cultivators handle
conflicts. They understand that the aggressive,
confrontational approach would only drive away
the people they wish to help, so they slow down and
face heated emotions with calmness. They know
the truth will emerge when the situation cools down
sufficiently.

The most important point of the story is not
explicitly stated, but can be felt by those who
are aligned with the Tao. The pursuit of physical
immortality was perhaps the biggest mistake of the
Tao tradition in Chinese history. Many practitioners,
lured by the prospect of everlasting life, pursued
every crackpot scheme of alchemy imaginable. They
wasted their energy and effort in vain. Sometimes
they even poisoned themselves.

We can learn from them as counter-examples.
The true path of the Tao is not about the immortality
of the body, but the spirit. The way we cultivate it
is not through material means, but through clarity,
honor, and being of service to others. When you live
this way of life, you become like the minister — a
real Taoist in a world of deceivers and believers.

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