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[00:00:00] 
(INTRO MUSIC & Prologue) ELI: Hello and welcome to Taoalogues, a series of short dialogues on 
Taoism. My name is Eli and I am here with Master Gu Shining. Master Gu is a 15th-generation 
Taoist Master and I am his student. We come to you from deep within the Wudang Mountains in 
Central China: the birthplace of Taoism. Master Gu’s students travel here from all over the world to 
cultivate the Tao, both spiritually and physically. Simply put, we are here to learn how to live long 
and live well. In this podcast, that is what we will talk about: life as seen through a Taoist lens. 
Welcome and enjoy! 

[00:00:54]

ELI: Welcome to a new Taoalogue. My name is Eli and I am here with Master Gu. 


[00:01:01]

MASTER GU: Hello everyone.


[00:01:03]

ELI: And we are, as always, in the House of Pooh. If you've been wondering about the sounds of 
birds that you hear in our podcast, they are very much real. These are the birds that are all around 
us and the guitar music that you hear at the beginning and at the end of the Taoalogues that is 
actually master Gu, who is a wonderful musician. So we have him to thank for the intro and outro 
music. Now, before we begin, a great thank you to all of you, our listeners. We really appreciate 
your interest and attention very much and, of course, hope you will stay with us and thank you 
too, to George Thompson, who mentioned us in his latest video, which has brought many new 
ears to our humble podcast. George is currently working on an exciting new double feature that 
will look into the meaning of balance and the origins of yin and yang. So do subscribe to his 
channel, if you haven't already, to be notified as soon as his new video comes out. Now, speaking 
of origins, last time we mentioned the root and returning to our origin, to how we were as 
newborns and as children. This notion of returning to the origin or the source is a recurring idea in 
the Tao Te Ching. Master Gu, “to return to the root”. Can you tell us please, what does that mean?


[00:02:28]

MASTER GU: Well, in Taoist philosophy, in Tao Te Ching, there are many such statement, like, in 
Chapter 1, it talks about the beginning of the heaven and earth, saying ⽆，名天地之始  wú, míng 
tiān dì zhī shǐ: “The nothingness can be the name of the heaven and earth”. In Chapter 10, it say, 
when talk about the softness, you know, we cultivate, our Qi, circulate our Qi, to be harmonious or 
even physically, softness. He say, “Can we do like an infant baby?” So that's the beginning of 
human life. And in Chapter 16, 夫物芸芸，各复归其根. 归根⽈静，静⽈复命  fū wù yún yún gè fù 
guī qí gēn. guī gēn yuē jìng, jìng yuē fù mìng. You know, it says, all living things, they are growing. 
Laozi said that finally, it's just like, like a cycling. Then going back to the root again. Going back to 
the root means tranquility and tranquility means the rejuvenating of one's life. 


[00:04:05]

ELI: Does that mean that we begin in tranquility and then return to it? Is that what you're saying? 
Tranquility is the beginning and the end? 


[00:04:15]

MASTER GU: Yes. Now this is spring, you see spring. Now, this is the beginning of the summer. 
Everything is in such a blossom, such a liveliness. But everything, all the lives comes from 
originally the tranquility, the little bud. When the baby, you know, he start his cry, first cry of his 
life, only, you know, he gets out of the mother's womb. Before that, that's just tranquility. Like 
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nothingness, we cannot see the baby, any human, the form of a human life. Well, that's quite like 
the beginning. The original state.


[00:05:04]

ELI: The tranquil state, 


[00:05:05]

MASTER GU: The tranquil state. Let's say Taoism, fundamentally, it is just like very mild, very 
kind, and a great reminder of any human life. So any human being, don't forget the root. Don't 
forget the root where we are from and where we are later to go into, that’s just the nature; that's 
our root. Quite like the cycling of the four seasons of a year, it's always a cycling. So human life, 
it's also like a cycling. When we're in a society, we human being as we previously, we already 
pointed out, a human being is both a social being and a natural being. In a society, it’s very much 
like a rotating machine; sometimes a human being might forget the root where we are from. So 
Taoism, it's quite like to let you to become more natural, which means don't forget the nature, the 
natural being. That means coming back to the root. That's the way to make a very good balance 
because there is a danger to be very much, exceedingly too social. Too social being means 
forgetting the root. You know, actually you will get lost. You will get lost in the city, in a society of a 
hustle and bustle, yeah.


[00:06:51]

ELI: If you forget your root, you get lost. But you say it's like the seasons, it is like a cycle, 
cyclical. So we end up at the beginning naturally, don't we, we don't really need to do anything 
special for it, do we? But you do say we need to remind ourselves, we need to remember where 
we come from. So is returning to the root, is it something that just happens anyway, or is it more 
like a goal for us, is it something that we need to achieve actively?


[00:07:34]

MASTER GU: Well, through learning the Tao, you know, cultivating, eventually you become more 
and more natural, that will become something very natural to you. You cannot say, “Oh, that's my 
goal I set, to set this as my goal.” So that’s…then that might become again 有为 yǒu wéi. It's 
against the Taoist idea. We say ⽆为 wú wéi, non-action; so be natural, be soft, quite much like 
so…we practice to obtain longevity and immortality. But if you're very much, you say, “Oh, I must 
to live until a certain age,” very forcefully, set such aim, that's not necessary. Simply become just 
like water. When you become very soft, become very natural, all those goals will come in a natural 
way. 


[00:08:36]

ELI: So be tranquil, be soft, be natural, and then it just happens. You'll get there. Right. But we 
are, of course, from our earliest years shaped and influenced by culture. You already mentioned 
we live in a society, the hustle and bustle of modern life. That's hard, isn't it? You know, on the 
one hand, all these cultural influences, our parents telling us how to behave and what to do and 
what not to do and then school and education. So aren't we always getting further and further 
away from our roots?


[00:09:24]

MASTER GU: Hmm. So long as we, you know, we can achieve, we can, get some nutrition from 
Taoism—don’t forget that root—that’s quite fine because in a society, anyway there are different, 
position, different post, people playing different responsibility, different function. We of course 
cannot require everybody when talking about “back to the root”, not exactly go into the same 
level, same spot. So there is not something like a standard of going back to the…”Now let’s all 
together here, now this is the root.” No, not really that. This is just a way of thinking, you know, 
even as high as a president chairman. You know, he can also sort of, going back to his root, but 
that doesn't mean he simply give up the post as a president chairman going, like us going to the 
mountain. Not everybody can do that. But still, you know, as we say, Taoism can be a guidance to 
different people, different layer, you know, it can be beneficial for those, the rulers, like the 
governors, you know, good for those people in the military circle. So all these various level they 
can get…anyway, they can find some enlightenment from Taoism.
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[00:11:14]

ELI: And of course that's true for us, too, ordinary individuals, who are not in government or in the 
military. So in the Tao Te Ching, if I understand you right, Laozi is not recommending that we go 
back to living, you know, like cavemen. It's not about that; “return to the root” doesn't mean “do 
away with culture and civilization and just go and live in a cave”, right?


[00:11:40]

MASTER GU: Correct. Talking about a cave, to be a caveman, it actually happened, sometimes 
we have a client, we have people who also love Taoism. They come to Wudang Taoist Wellness 
Academy, which is very tranquil, a place of peace and quiet. But they still cast their eyes up to a 
peak in front of us, a bit away. And ask me in curiosity, “Master Gu, today, are there still anybody 
living in the caves?” I asked, “Why I live in the caves?” “Well, we know there are many hermits 
living in the caves.” So my question, “Is it necessary?” Before the shelter in form of a house, in 
form of a regular house, those people coming to the mountain, who mean for seclusive life, they 
have to find a shelter like a cave. Today, not much necessary. So must…a Taoist should have 
adaptability to different time, different times, historical era. Yeah. So again, the hermitage, the 
virtue of hermitage, it does not necessarily mean you should stay in a cave. So even somebody 
maybe living in such a city like New York, Tokyo, London, Paris, whatever, Beijing, Shanghai—so 
can still, you know, you'll find something like, a person of a hermit.


[00:13:27]

ELI: Yeah. I'm trying to imagine what that looks like. A modern city, a big-city hermit.


[00:13:33]

MASTER GU: Oh, of course, that really needs very much perseverance to overcome the lure, the 
temptation, the…what, anyway, those disturbance of the sound from the modern city, that's even 
greater. For example, if somebody in big city, if he can achieve the same level like us in the 
mountains, we would say he's even greater Taoist than me.


[00:14:02]

ELI: Yeah. Cause it's much harder for them. That's it's very true. Hm. A soundproof studio. Well, 
you mentioned before how, you know, we're in spring now and how things grow. They start with a 
little seed and then a bud and first not visible and then come up. We're surrounded here by trees 
that have been growing for a long time, many years. But they have been growing by themselves. 
No human has done anything here to change them or cultivate them. So what I'm thinking of 
Master Gu is this notion, this other idea in the Tao Te Ching that is mentioned several times, it's 
about wood, it's about an “uncarved”, as it says, an untouched in a way, “piece of wood” or a 
block of wood. That seems to be, it has to do, doesn't it, with the origin, with something natural, 
unaffected by culture. Can you tell us a bit more, please, about this uncarved wood? What does 
that mean?


[00:15:16]

MASTER GU: A block of uncarved wood, in Chinese character, it’s 朴 pǔ. So the latter part is 
“wood”, the right sound [part] indicating it's a sound that is pǔ. Check in the dictionary, Chinese 
dictionary, indeed it means, “a block of uncarved wood”. So see, now in front of us, so many pine 
trees we see. Oh, such a shape, ah, it looks very natural. There is something like a power, well 
who, who designed it? Nobody! It just grows naturally. So nature offer such wonderful…we 
human being, you know, there are so many [things] which amaze us and we also learn from them. 
Just to see how the tree grows. You know, generally speaking, like here in the forest, they just 
grow up in a natural way. There is a power. So they absorb the 灵⽓ líng qì from the heaven and 
earth. They get the essence from sun and moon. All the trees, in my eyes, are cultivators, are 
practicers.


[00:16:58]

ELI: Trees are practicers of the Tao. 


[00:16:59]

MASTER GU: Yeah. They are in such a tranquility. Yeah. They are growing in such a solidity. Hm. 
Yeah. They just adapt to whatever climate, the wind, the snow, the sun, rain, whatever. So pǔ, 
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back to the term pǔ, means, refers to the nature of a person, you know, of simplicity. Pure and 
simplicity. Yeah. And in Tao Te Ching in many chapters, Chapter 15, it says  敦兮其若朴 dūn xī qí 
ruò pǔ. [Chapter] 28: 常德乃⾜，复归于朴 cháng dé nǎi zú, fù guī yú pǔ.


[00:18:02]

ELI: Can you tell us what those phrases mean? 


[00:18:05]

MASTER GU: It means how simple it is, as simple as pǔ, as a piece of, you know, uncarved 
wood. 常德乃⾜，复归于朴 cháng dé nǎi zú, fù guī yú pǔ. It say, when one’s virtue is so complete, 
when one has a very overall virtue, it is like going back to the state of uncarved wood. 道常⽆名 
dào cháng wú míng: “Tao quite often nameless.” A block of uncarved wood, although small, but 
under the Heaven, nothing will not be subjugated. 


[00:19:05]

ELI: Nothing is subjugated. 


[00:19:08]

MASTER GU: Yeah. It means there's something like a power of simplicity and humility. 


[00:19:16]

ELI: So it may, it is in appearance, very simple, but that doesn't mean that it is powerless. Is that 
right? 


[00:19:25]

MASTER GU: pǔ in itself means simplicity. But in Laozi’s opinion, there is power of simplicity.


[00:19:40]

ELI: What does that look like? The power of simplicity? 


[00:19:42]

MASTER GU: This power of simplicity, it's not, you know, it try to defeat, to conquer in such, in 
that way; it's just natural power. For example, many like to live long. But see in here, we can learn 
something: the tree, the pine tree can live very long. Yeah. In such simplicity, it has a power. The 
power here, I mean: it can live long. 


[00:20:18]

ELI: That's really the power of life, then, of long life. 


[00:20:20]

MASTER GU: Yeah. The power of life.


[00:20:22]

ELI: Which is something that many of us want to have.


[00:20:25]

MASTER GU: If one…it’s true. So a human being, if one really can enjoy, appreciate the virtue of 
simplicity, so his heart can remain tranquility. If his heart can remain tranquility, you know, it's like 
water and water in the whole world, very bigger part of our planet is actually water. So. 


[00:20:56]

ELI: It's coming together in my head, Master Gu, that the tranquility we've mentioned of the root,  
of the source and the softness and now the simplicity… It all does remind me of like a little baby 
but also perhaps a very old person leading a simple life, soft, tranquil, and that is the key then 
apparently to a long life, to live well, as well.


[00:21:24]
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MASTER GU: Yeah. That's why despite of how aged you are, the softness practice, that's why we 
do the leg pressing, stretching… Don’t say, “Oh, this is the work for those youngster, for them do, 
for those martial arts, mean to fight with people. It's the work they do.” Anybody, because now 
again, when we…of course our life experience has been increased very much, but there is 
something from the infant baby we should learn. Now let's become soft, back to baby again.


[00:22:01]

ELI: Back to baby!


[00:22:02]

MASTER GU: Although it's hard, but so long as you do, you can.


[00:22:06]

ELI: Yeah. And then you can not only live long but also, as we like to say live well.


[00:22:13]

MASTER GU: Yeah. 


[00:22:14]

ELI: And we know of course that stress and only hard work and so on, the hardness of life,simply 
said, it's not healthy for us. We know because it causes all sorts of physical illnesses and 
syndromes and what have you. Anxiety, stress. So softness, tranquility is the way of the Tao, is 
the way of the pǔ as you said, uncarved wood. 


[00:22:46]

MASTER GU: Yeah. Yes. 


[00:22:47]

ELI: Then the final question I have in my mind now is: is there any way we can, as you said, 
remind ourselves, keep reminding ourselves to live in this way? I recently found a picture of myself 
when I was maybe about six or seven years old, playing in our garden back then, dressed up like 
a soldier and just having a great time, a kid playing. And looking at that picture, I remembered 
what it was like and it made me smile. I can say, actually, it made me feel soft and tranquil in that 
moment. Is looking at childhood pictures, is that a very good way to remind ourselves of the 
importance of returning? How do we do that? 


[00:23:34]

MASTER GU: Yeah, yeah. We say in spring, when everything is growing with liveliness, must go 
into the nature to watch, to observe, just like 16th Chapter say: 夫物芸芸 fū wù yún yún, 
“everything growing with such a liveliness”. So if you observe them, you will also get something 
like the motivation to be growing. So in a season of spring, better go out, do more outdoor 
activity, because at this period, everything is growing. So you should also get something like 
growing. If you look the photo of your six-year old…looking such pictures, even observing other, 
the children. Be involved with them, or just laugh heartily like a child and…yeah, that's the way, 
learn from the child, like going back to the root.


[00:24:47]

ELI: Great, yeah. That’s the way to stay in touch with that. Yeah. So observe what is simple and 
natural around you and children are a great example. The natural world of plants and trees and 
animals, too. And yeah, if you don't have that near you, maybe because you live in a big city or 
you can't leave the house still, then childhood pictures and videos and just remember what it was 
like to be young and play and just go with the day as it went on. Yeah. That's a great thing to end 
on. From the house of Pooh, then, in this beautiful woodland on a hot spring day, Master Gu, 
thank you very much. That concludes today's episode.


[00:25:34]

MASTER GU: Mm, I’m happy. 


[00:25:36]
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(OUTRO MUSIC & Epilogue) ELI: That’s all for today’s episode. Thank you for listening! If you like 
what you have heard, please subscribe! Be sure to check out our YouTube channel as well and join 
us again next time for a new Taoalogue. Live long and live well! 
© 2020 Taoalogues, E.M. van Dantzig
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