
 

 

The Way of Water 
 
The Tao Te Ching is a Taoist text, reputedly written by Lao Tzu. It gives us a framework of 
how to Iive by the natural flow of the universe, within the principles of Wu Wei, non action 
or effortless action.  We take ourselves away from that mindset of thinking if I do this or 
that, then I’ll be happy. If we live in the present moment, connect with our awareness, stop 
running then we can allow universal energy to flow through us and guide us. This 
wonderful Tai Chi practice of ours helps us to come into that state of being. And we can 
learn this from the Way of Water.  
 
This is my favourite translation of Chapter 8 (Tao Te Ching, translated by Man-Ho Kwok, 
Martin Palmer and Jay Ramsay, Element Books 1993) 
 
The Sage’s way 
Tao  
is the way of water. 
There must be water for life to be,  
And it can flow wherever. 
And water being true to being water is true to Tao. 
Those on the Way of Tao, like water 
Need to accept where they find themselves,  
And that may often be where water goes 
To the lower places, and that is right. 
Like a lake the heart must be calm and quiet 
Having great depth beneath it. 
The sage rule with compassion, 
And her word needs to be trusted. 
The sage needs to know like water  
How to flow around the blocks 
And how to find the way through without violence. 
Like water, the sage should wait  
Fro the moment to ripen and be right. 
Water you know, never fights 
It flows around without harm. 
 
 
Here are the seven characteristics of water.  
 

 1. Water has no goals, no purpose. It just flows, into lakes, oceans, rivers without having 
any purpose. Water is true to being water and true to the Tao. The force of the universe 
moves water, gravity, moon cycles. The water itself just is.  It benefits us by its very 
presence. In the same way when you are connected to the universal energy you can 
benefit the world by your very presence.  

 2. It keeps moving to stay pure - if it becomes stagnant it becomes unhealthy. We can 
learn to flow through life like water, moving in the way the chi flows through the body, 
unblocking, purifying. 

 3. Water understands change and impermanence - it embraces impermanence, it can be 
anything from gas, to vapour, cloud, ice, glacier, snow, rain, steam - changing all the 
time. We get scared of change, we cling on - but we are changing all the time and we 
don’t accept it.  



 

 

 4. Water adapts - when it is poured into a container it takes the shape of the container - 
we need to learn to adapt to all situations - especially now this is a great opportunity 
while the world is going through great changes.  

 5. Water takes the lowest places. Gravity takes it there. Lao Tzu says we need to be 
humble, accept where are - not from a place of ego and resistance. We always want to 
be better than anybody else,  but we can learn to settle for being lower. 

 6. Water is strong. It is soft but it has the potential to erode rock, rust metal, create 
landslides.  It has the power of a tsunami. Lao Tzu says it  knows how to flow around 
blocks, how to find the way through without violence. With compassion we can 
overcome very difficult situations in life - we don’t need to fight and be hard. 

 7. Water is fearless - it does not fear death.The river has a journey that ends in the ocean 
and expands and merges into the ocean in the same way that our individual 
consciousness merges with the universal consciousness. There is nothing to fear.  

 
 
 
Do not be hardened by the pain  
and cruelty of this world.  
Be strong enough to be gentle,  
to be soft and supple like running water,  
gracefully bending around sudden turns,  
lithely waving in strong winds,  
freely flowing over sharp rocks,  
all the while quietly sculpting  
this hard world into ever deeper beauty,  
gently eroding rigid rock into silken sand,  
tenderly transforming human cruelty  
into human kindness.  
Remember, true strength is not found in the stone,  
but in the water that shapes the stone.  
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