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True Tranquility
Once upon a time in ancient China, the empress was in her study, looking over diplomatic 
documents. She found it hard to concentrate, so summoned her most trusted minister. When the 
minister arrived, she saw the empress was pacing back and forth, looking irritable.  The empress 
said: “I wish to do my work, but my mind is unsettled and agitated.  When I feel like this I need 
something I can look at to help me regain tranquility. Go find an artist who can create a painting 
to calm me. I wish the theme of this painting to be True Tranquility.”

A few days later the minister had found three artists widely considered the best in China. Once 
they understood what the empress wanted, they began painting. When their work was done the 
empress and her minister came to see for themselves.  The first painting depicted a placid lake 
surrounded by clouds and mountains. The empress smiled, “This is beautiful.” The second 
showed a baby panda bear snuggled in her mother’s arms under a eucalyptus tree. The empress 
nodded her approval, “Very good.”  The third showed a raging torrential chaotic waterfall 
cascading down from the mountains into the abyss! The minister was embarrassed, “Let me 
throw this one away,” she said, “he clearly missed your point.” But the empress said, “This is the 
painting for me.”  The minister said, “I don’t understand how this is tranquil?” 

The empress said, “Look closely, the waterfall is the background for tranquility.”  The minister 
looked more closely and saw a solitary figure sitting peacefully at the edge of the abyss. “See the 
wise leader is able to relax and rest even though the deafening torrent is so close by,” the 
empress pointed out. “This leader has such profound and deep quietness within that the external 
conditions have no power to irritate or disturb. That is the essence of true tranquility.”

The Ax Thief
Once upon a time in ancient China there was a woodsman who made his living by cutting and 
selling firewood. His life was uneventful until one morning he could not find his ax. He couldn’t 
work! This was a serious matter, since it was his most important tool. Who could have done this 
to him? He considered the possibilities, and finally settled upon the next door neighbor’s 
daughter as the most likely suspect. He only needed confirmation, so he decided to spy on her 
from a concealed location. He saw her walking outside, and the more he observed, the more 
certain he was that she was moving in a suspicious manner. It was obvious the girl was sneaking 
around planning another theft. Her eyes were shifty and it looked like she was hiding something.  
The tone of her voice and her mannerisms were those of a thief.

It was time to accuse the girl and name her crime. The woodsman set off to find the girl’s father 
in the woods, but as he went deeper into the woods, something glistened and caught the 
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woodsman’s eye.  He looked in that direction and saw his ax resting against a tree, right where 
the woodsman had taken a break from working the day before. The woodsman retrieved his ax 
and went home greatly relieved.

How could the neighbor not be a thief when all the evidence pointed to her?  How could such a 
rational approach to solving the problem have carried the woodsman so far astray?  It was 
strange.  The girl was walking and moving the same as before but with no hint of a thief in her 
actions. He talked to the girl.  Her voice and mannerisms no longer resembled a thief.  Nothing 
had changed between the woodsman and his neighbor.  So where did the ax thief go? 
   
The Farmer and the Hunter
Once upon a time in ancient China, there was a farmer who lived next door to a hunter.  The 
farmer’s primary livelihood was raising sheep.  He had a small flock which he tended with care.  
One night the hunter’s dogs broke through a hole in the farmer’s fence and killed and ate one of 
the sheep. The farmer was furious! The hunter was apologetic and promised to fix the hole.  But 
a few nights later the dogs broke through again and ate another of the sheep. The farmer was 
distraught! So he took the hunter before a judge seeking justice. 

Judges had enormous power. The judge asked them questions and then told the farmer: “We can 
solve this problem in two ways. I can fine the hunter, and he can pay you the value of your lost 
sheep, but he is likely to always resent you. Or you can transform your relationship.” The farmer 
asked the judge how and agreed to do it at once.

On returning home the farmer sacrificed another of his best lambs and prepared a feast for the 
hunter to thank him for all his efforts on the farmer’s behalf. The hunter was shocked, but he 
thanked the farmer, and vowed to do all he could for this good man.  The hunter routinely 
brought the farmer a portion of anything he caught in the wild, and the farmer never lost another 
sheep. Over time they became close friends and neighbors.  The farmer thought to himself, “That 
judge was right, there is always another way beyond justice – a much, much better way!             

The Cricket
Once upon a time in ancient China, there was a farmer who visited her friend in the city.  She 
needed to buy a few things not available back home, so the friend took her to the market.  The 
place was abuzz with activity! Merchants hawked their wares; street performers hollered for 
attention, drivers yelled for people to get out of their way. It was almost overwhelming. 

Suddenly the farmer stopped her friend, “Listen!  Do you hear it?  A cricket!”  Her friend 
laughed, “You must be imagining things.”  “No, I mean it,” the farmer insisted, “It’s close by.”  
She tilted her head listening for the source of the sound, knelt down by a bush at the edge of the 
market, and pointed: “See… there it is.”  Her friend was amazed.  “How could you hear such a 
little thing with so much noise?”  She replied, “Your hearing is tuned to the city, while mine is 
tuned to the country.” 
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Her city friend was skeptical so the farmer offered a demonstration.  “Do you have some coins I 
can borrow?”  As her friend gave her the coins people busily passed them by paying no attention.  
The farmer tossed them on the street where they made a small clinking sound. An instantaneous 
transformation took place. People rushed in from every side looking to discover the dropped 
coins. A few even bent in search. “You see? We all have similar hearing ability.”  The farmer 
smiled, “The only difference is here everyone is listening for the sound of commerce while I am 
listening for the sounds of nature. This environment is noisy, but the noise doesn’t matter.  As 
long as we know how to direct our focus, we can hear anything we want.”

Reality as Paradox
In a distant galaxy, a long time ago, young Luke Skywalker was bored with his mundane 
existence living on his parent’s farm, unsuspecting that the neighbor he knew as Old Ben Kenobi 
could teach him to master the life force. Then a hologram of a princess in distress entered his life 
with two lovable androids leading Luke Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi on the adventure of a 
lifetime.

Star Wars was released in 1977 as I was preparing to graduate from college. Jedi Knights seem 
loosely based on ancient Taoist Ch-an Knights, last seen as Zen Samurai in 16th century Japan, 
and their arch-nemesis the ninja, the shadow warriors of the life force. The life force the Jedi 
mastered is based on comments by Roman Kroitor (the cinematographer who invented IMAX) 
about ancient religious understandings. Kroitor said, “Many people feel that in the contemplation 
of nature and in communication with other living things, they become aware of some kind of 
force, something, behind this apparent mask which we see in front of us, and they call it God.”  

I have been fascinated by Taoism, especially after I discovered 36 years ago that my girlfriend’s 
father was a primitive Taoist. He was of the Naxi minority people, living in rural mountainous 
parts of China near Burma, and he said the ancient religion of Domg Ba practiced by his people 
worked to master a life force they call Tao.

Last February, as part of my sabbatical, I studied in rural and mountainous parts of China 
exploring this life force -- the adventure of a lifetime. There was a time long, long ago when 
China was known as Shen Zhou – the land of the divine – and echoes of that time still permeates 
much of far eastern culture.  Over 1800 years ago, the rulers of China had scholars blend 
together Taoism, Confucian thought, and Buddhism and adopted that as Chinese religion for the 
next 1300 years. It is hard to find scholars who study the 2500 year old forms of the Tao, but 
they exist among mystics in the rural parts of China, many of them also working as college 
professors or ministers of Christian house churches in China, but the tradition continues. Loretta 
married me 34 years ago, her father lived in an ancient way of becoming fully human, and I went 
in search of that way.  

The Tao teaches five steps to spiritual mastery, four of which are represented by our stories this 
morning, so let’s look at those stories. 
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The first step is to practice maintaining a deep sense of tranquility in the midst of chaos. That is 
why the serene lake or baby panda were not enough.  Taoists laugh at westerners trying to find 
serenity by spending two weeks a year by a placid lake or a seashore (and fighting traffic to get 
there). The true master is one who can learn to relax and rest with the deafening torrent of our 
lives and affairs within easy earshot. That is where they find true tranquility, and they suggest it 
is not possible if you are emailing or texting every few minutes. So can we take the first step and 
practice tranquility every day?

The second step is to avoid ego, what Taoists call monkey mind, making us believe things which 
are neither true nor helpful to our sense of balance and tranquility. Like the woodsman, our 
minds can readily supply us with a whole complex narrative, one that makes us feel justified in 
what we wish to believe, but which may not be either healthy or true. Can we learn not to believe 
everything our mind thinks? Learning to approach each person with an assumption of good will 
greatly increases the likelihood that we will experience that good will. Our minds co-create our 
reality, so our question is, what reality do we seek?    

The third step involves our relationships.  Loving compassion almost always is better for us than 
mere justice.  The farmer had every right to be upset that the hunter’s dogs were killing his 
sheep. The judge would have been justified in imposing a heavy fine on the hunter, but instead 
he chose to transform their relationship. By reaching out to the hunter in good will, the hunter 
responded in friendship, and both gained by it. How often have we chosen the path of righteous 
anger over the path of loving kindness, and how has that path served us?  The Taoists teach that 
transformed outcomes are more important than getting even. Relationships are a key to our well 
being. 

The fourth step is learning to train our mind.  Taoists taught me ancient techniques, which I came 
to call the balloon, the archer, the slinky, the massage, and the crane as exercises to train the 
mind.  You perhaps remember “wax on/wax off” and such exercises from the Karate Kid.  
Taoists believe focusing our minds is by far the most important aspect of mastering physical 
challenges, including as I discovered climbing mountains. This was the hardest step for me.  
Taoists say I have a particularly chaotic mind. In time even I learned, inch by inch, to master it.

Before I tell you the fifth and final step, there’s one more story to illustrate it:

Once upon a time in ancient China, a builder worked exclusively for the empress. For several 
decades, he designed and built houses and structures for royalty and nobility, and now he was old 
and getting ready to retire.  One day, the empress summoned him to the royal court.  She said, “I 
understand you will soon be enjoying your well deserved retirement after many years of hard 
work. I have one last job for you. I want you to design the best house possible, taking complete 
charge of the project from beginning to end, sparing no expense.  All you have to do is purchase 
the best material and hire the most experienced masons to help you build it.”
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The builder saw his opportunity. Since no one was watching him work, no one would know if he 
cut corners and pocketed the difference. Since he was about to retire, it didn’t matter if this house 
was shabby, and he could use the extra money. He bought lower grade materials, hired 
inexperienced help, and he built a house he never would want to live in. When the project was 
finished he went and told the empress, and she said, let’s go Monday morning and look at your 
final work.  The builder arrived Monday morning and was surprised to see the empress with her 
court around her.  The empress gathered everyone together and said, “As you all know, this 
builder has done great work over the years, and now is ready to retire. This house, his final 
project, will also be his final masterpiece.”  She said, “The best way for me to thank you is to 
give you this masterpiece as your retirement present instead of a pension. Enjoy it!”  As 
everyone applauded the builder stood in stunned disbelief.

What is the final step on this path to spiritual mastery?  It is learning how to participate in the co-
creation of our destiny. We can be spiritually great or small.  It all depends on what we do when 
nobody else is looking.  We co-create our reality.  We can’t control much of what happens to us, 
but we can control how we act and respond in the presence of what happens to us, and thereby 
we help to co-create our destiny.

These five Taoist stories are from Derek Lin, adapted from his book The Tao (or Way) of 
Success. We can’t control how our lives unfold, but we can choose a spiritual path that will lead 
us into spiritual mastery of our life:
 

By nurturing tranquility in the midst of chaos;
 Being careful of which thoughts we come to believe;
 Strengthening our relationships of loving compassion;
 Focusing our minds to transcend the tallest mountains;
 And learning to co-create our own destiny;

There is a Way that works, even if it appears there is no way, that way is called by many names, 
one of which is the Tao, and it can connect us to the oneness of everything.  I love you all dearly; 
may the force be with you; Amen and blessed be.                             
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