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How one of the most important books in the world was written

In the twenty-third year of the reign of Zhao, Lao Tsu realized that the war would end up destroying the place where he lived.  As he had spent years meditating on the meaning of life, he was quite aware that at certain moments one has to be practical.  He decided to make the simplest decision:  move home.  

He gathered his few possessions and set out for Han Keou.  At the gates of the city he came upon a guard.

- Where can such an important wise be going? – asked the guard.

- Far from the war. 

- You can’t leave just like that.  I would very much like to know what you learned in so many years of meditation.  I will only let you leave the city if you share with me what you know. 

When he was free of the guard, Lao Tsu wrote a small book there and then and handed the only copy to the man.  Then he went on his journey and never heard of him again.

Lao Tsu’s text was copied and recopied, crossed centuries and millennia and has reached our times.  It is called "Tao Te King" and is available in Portuguese from several publishing houses.  The book is a must. 

Here are some extracts:

He who knows others is wise. 

He who knows himself is illuminated.

He who defeats others is strong. 

He who defeats himself is powerful.

He who knows happiness is rich.

He who keeps his path is wilful.

Be humble and you will become whole.

Bend and you will become straight.

Empty yourself and you will become full.

Wear yourself out and you will become new.

The wise man does not show off, and so he shines.

He does not make himself known, and so he is noticed.

He does not praise himself, and so he has merit.

And because he does not compete,

none in the world can compete with him.

A Japanese legend tells of a certain monk who was so enraptured by the beauty of the Chinese book “Tao Te King” that he decided to raise money to have those verses translated and published into his language.  It took him ten years to raise enough funds. 

However, a pest swept through the country and the monk decided to use the money to relieve the suffering of the sick.  But as soon as the situation became normal, once more he started to gather the amount necessary to publish the Tao.

Another ten years passed by, and when at last he was ready to print the book a seaquake left hundreds of people homeless. 

Once more the monk spent all the money on rebuilding the houses of those who had lost everything.  Another ten years passed by, he gathered the money again and finally the people of Japan were able to read the “Tao Te King.”

The wise men say that this monk actually made three editions of the Tao: two are invisible and one is in print.  He kept his faith in his objective without ever failing to care for his neighbour.

Ithaca, or the long way back

One of the great classics of all literature, Homer’s “Odyssey,” tells of the return of the hero Ulysses to the island of Ithaca, where his wife Penelope has been waiting for him for over ten years.  Although courted day and night by men who claim to have seen her husband die in combat during the war of Troy, she never loses hope.  Ulysses undergoes all sorts of challenges but eventually returns home. 

Many centuries later, another Greek poet, Konstantinos Kavafis, dealt with this homecoming in a different manner, creating one of the most beautiful metaphors of this journey in search of our dreams.  While the drama of the “Odyssey” centres on the difficulties in arriving and in the suffering of the beloved wife, in Kavafis’ poetry exactly the opposite is asked of Ulysses: he should enjoy the journey and experience all that needs to be lived.

I learned this poem on the Way to Santiago at a moment when I was crazy to reach Compostela quickly and so put an end to what seemed to me to be an absurd pilgrimage.  Below are some extracts from the masterpiece by Kavafis:

When you leave for Ithaca,

may your journey be long

and full of adventures and knowledge.

Do not be afraid of Laestrigones, Cyclopes

or furious Poseidon;

you won’t come across them on your way

if you don’t carry them in your soul,

if your soul does not put them in front of your steps.

I hope your road is long.

May there be many a summer morning,

and may the pleasure of seeing the first ports 

bring you great joy.

Try to visit the markets of Phoenicia

and buy the very best.

Go to the cities of Egypt

and learn from a people with so much to teach. 

Don’t lose sight of Ithaca,

for that’s your destination. 

But take your time;

better that the journey lasts many a year 

and that your boat only drops anchor on the island 

when you have grown rich 

with what you learned on the way. 

Don’t expect Ithaca to give you many riches. 

Ithaca has already given you a fine voyage;

without Ithaca you would never have parted.

Ithaca gave you everything and can give you no more. 

If in the end you think that Ithaca is poor,

don’t think that she has cheated you.

Because you have grown wise and lived an intense life,

and that’s the meaning of Ithaca. 
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