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"To the mind that is still, 

 the whole universe surrenders." 

— Lao Tzu 
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I am a researcher and writer whose work sits at the 
intersection of psychology, philosophy, and what might 
loosely be called the science of how people actually live well, 
as opposed to how we are told they should. 

Over the past decade, I have worked with individuals, teams, 
and organizations navigating the particular exhaustion of 
the modern knowledge economy. The pattern I kept 
encountering was not a lack of information or tools. People 
knew, generally, what they should do. They had read the 
books, taken the courses, downloaded the apps. What they 
lacked was a deeper orienting framework. Something that 
could hold not just the tactics but the underlying question of 
what all the striving was actually for. 

The Taoist tradition offered that framework in a way that 
nothing in contemporary self-help had managed. Not 
because it is ancient, and therefore automatically wise, but 
because it had been tested, refined, and lived across twenty-
five centuries in a way that very few ideas survive. What 
endures that long tends to be pointing at something real. 

I came to this material as a skeptic and a pragmatist. I remain 
both. The twenty lessons in this book are not offered as 
spiritual doctrine or as the definitive reading of a complex 
tradition. They are offered as a set of genuinely useful 
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orientations, tested against real experience, that I believe can 
make a meaningful difference in how people move through 
the particular difficulties of this particular moment in 
history. 

The world does not need to change for these lessons to be 
useful. You do not need to be in crisis to benefit from them. 
They are most valuable, I have found, not at the moments of 
dramatic difficulty but in the ordinary days, the days that 
make up the texture of an actual life, when the question is 
not how to survive something but how to be genuinely 
present to what is actually here. 

That question, asked seriously and returned to regularly, 
tends to change things in quiet but lasting ways. 

That is the hope with which this book was written. 

— Dr. Jade Zidan 
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There is a particular kind of tired that sleep does not fix. 

You know the one. You wake up already behind. Your first 
instinct, before your feet touch the floor, is to check your 
phone. Not because you want to. Because some part of you 
has been trained to believe the world moved without you in 
the night, and you had better catch up. 

That feeling has a name. It is not laziness. It is not weakness. 
And it is not something a vacation or a better morning 
routine will cure. It is structural. It runs deeper than habit. 

I came to Taoism sideways, the way most Westerners do. A 
secondhand paperback. A philosophy class I half-attended. 
A friend who kept quoting Lao Tzu at moments that felt 
almost too convenient. For years I filed it away as beautiful 
but vague. Language gesturing at something I could not 
quite hold. 

Then I started actually sitting with it. Not the greatest-hits 
quotations, but the whole strange, counterintuitive system 
underneath. And something shifted. Not loudly. The way 
your eyes adjust in a dark room. Slowly, then all at once. 

What the Taoists understood, twenty-five centuries ago, was 
something we are still struggling to say plainly: there is a cost 
to living against your own nature. Striving for total control 
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is its own kind of violence. The relentless forward motion we 
call productivity is, in many cases, just panic wearing a 
respectable suit. 

This book is organized around twenty lessons, each rooted 
in a core Taoist idea, each pointing not just at the problem 
but at a way through it. These are not prescriptions. They are 
orientations. Small but real shifts in how you hold the day. 

You do not need to believe in anything. You just need to be 
honest enough to admit that the way things are going is not 
quite working, and curious enough to consider that the 
remedy might be older, quieter, and stranger than anything 
you have been sold so far. 

Let us begin. 

* * * 

Before we begin, a word about how to read this book. 

Each lesson opens with a line from the Tao Te Ching or 
Zhuangzi. These are not decorations. They are the actual 
source. If a line arrests you, if it creates a small pause in your 
reading, stay with it for a moment before moving on. The 
Taoist texts were written to be sat with, not consumed. 

Each lesson also ends with a practice. These are small, 
specific, and deliberately low-stakes. They are not 
assignments. They are invitations. Some will fit where you 
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are right now; others will not. Take what is useful. Set down 
the rest. Return to the others when the season changes. 

The twenty lessons in this book form a loose circle. They can 
be read in order, but they can also be opened at random, the 
way you might open a door in a house you are still learning 
to navigate. The one you land on is likely the one that is 
somehow, in ways you may not yet understand, the right one 
for today. 

One more thing: this book will not fix the world that 
exhausted you. That world is genuinely demanding, 
genuinely difficult, and genuinely, in many ways, not 
designed for human flourishing. The Tao does not promise 
to change external conditions. It offers something more 
intimate and more durable: a different relationship with 
whatever conditions you find yourself in. 

That relationship, once developed, is yours in every season. 

It cannot be taken away. 
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"The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao." 

— Tao Te Ching, Chapter 1 

 

The first sentence of the Tao Te Ching is a gentle trap. It tells 
you immediately that the thing this book is about cannot be 
fully put into words. The first gesture toward truth is to point 
out where language ends. 

For anyone raised on thesis statements and executive 
summaries, this is initially maddening. Then, slowly, it 
becomes something else entirely: a relief. 

A significant portion of modern exhaustion comes from the 
compulsion to understand everything before acting. To have 
all variables mapped. To reduce every ambiguous situation 
to something certifiable and clean before we allow ourselves 
to proceed. We call this thoroughness. Often it is anxiety 
dressed as diligence. 

We are waiting, always, for a certainty that will not arrive. 

I once spent three months trying to define my purpose before 
starting a particular project. Not three months working on it. 
Three months trying to articulate what it meant before I 
allowed myself to begin. The definition consumed all the 
energy the work would have used. The project never 
happened. 
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Lao Tzu's opening is, in part, a permission slip. Not 
everything needs to be named before it can be real. Some 
things, perhaps most things, reveal their nature only in the 
doing. 

There is also something almost spiritual in this first line. An 
acknowledgment that reality is larger than what we can 
think about reality. That the universe does not require our 
framework before it proceeds. Something ancient and vast is 
already moving, and we are already part of it, whether we 
have figured it out or not. 

There is something deeply settling about that. 

* * * 

The practice is not heroic. It is this: 

Notice how often you reach for an explanation when what 
you actually need is to move. Choose one thing you have been 
postponing until you understand it better. Take one small 
step into it today, before the understanding is complete. 
Notice what the movement itself begins to teach you. 

The path shows up underfoot. It rarely shows up in advance. 

* * * 

The deeper invitation of this opening line is something most 
productivity culture actively discourages: the willingness to 
begin in the fog. To take a step without a map. To trust that 
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the territory will become visible as you move through it, not 
before. 

There is a kind of intelligence that operates this way. Not the 
intelligence that builds models and frameworks, though that 
has its place. The older, quieter kind that responds, that feels 
the ground underfoot, that adjusts as it goes. Children have 
this before we train it out of them. Artists access it in their 
best work. Athletes describe it as being in the zone. 

What Lao Tzu is asking, in that opening line, is not that you 
abandon reason or planning. He is asking that you hold your 
maps loosely. That you remain responsive to what is actually 
there rather than forcing the territory to match the map. The 
named Tao is still useful, as long as you remember it is a 
description, not the thing itself. 

There is a concept that rhymes here: beginner's mind. The 
expert has few possibilities. The beginner has many. When 
you approach a situation having already decided what it is, 
you foreclose the information it might offer. When you 
approach it openly, even uncertainly, you remain teachable. 

The path shows up underfoot. 

It rarely appears in advance. 
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"Act without acting. Do without doing." 

— Tao Te Ching, Chapter 63 

 

Wu wei is usually translated as non-action or non-doing. 
Which immediately suggests a person on a couch, justifying 
inertia with philosophy. That is not what it means. 

Wu wei means acting in alignment with the natural flow of 
things. Without force. Without the white-knuckled effort of 
trying to make something happen that does not want to 
happen yet. It is the difference between a surgeon's hands 
and a wrestler's. Both are working. One is forcing. The other 
is responding. 

Think of water. It does not strategize. It simply moves 
toward the lowest point, and in doing so, over time, it carves 
canyons. The Grand Canyon was not made by effort. It was 
made by consistency and quiet alignment. 

* * * 

When did you last have a real breakthrough? Where were 
you? 

My guess: not at your desk, straining. Shower. Walk. Half-
asleep. The moment you let go. 

This is not mysticism. The brain's default mode network, 
active during rest and unstructured thought, is where deep 
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connections form between ideas your conscious mind has 
been too focused to see. Rest is not the opposite of work. It is 
part of the work. 

But wu wei goes further than strategic rest. It is a question 
you can ask any time: is this resistance the resistance of a real 
obstacle, or the resistance of going against the grain? 
Sometimes the most intelligent move is to stop pushing and 
ask what would happen if you simply stopped. 

* * * 

The practical shift here is not about doing less. It is about 
doing differently, with less friction, less performance, and 
more honest attention to what actually wants to happen. 

Take one area of your life where you have been pushing hard 
with diminishing returns. For one week, instead of adding 
effort, subtract it. Do less. Do it more slowly. Notice whether 
the situation clarifies, loosens, or resolves in ways that effort 
was actually preventing. 

The river does not ask for permission to reach the sea. 

It simply goes. 

* * * 

There is a word in Japanese, ma, that refers to the meaningful 
pause between notes in music, the space between objects in 
a room, the silence between words in a conversation. It is 
considered not an absence but a presence. The pause is not 



20 Tao Lessons 

21 

nothing. It is what gives everything around it meaning and 
shape. 

Wu wei has this quality of ma. The effortless action is not 
empty action. It is action that has been allowed to emerge 
from genuine attentiveness, carrying the full weight of care 
without the distortion of strain. 

A musician who has practiced a passage ten thousand times 
does not think about the fingering during the performance. 
The technique has become so integrated that it can operate 
without conscious supervision, freeing the musician to be 
fully present to what the moment actually requires. This is 
wu wei in practice. Not the absence of skill, but skill so fully 
embodied that it no longer requires effort. 

Wu wei develops as you deepen genuine competence and 
genuine self-knowledge. The reason forcing feels necessary 
is often that we have not yet developed the sensitivity to find 
the natural openings. The untrained hand needs to hack. The 
trained hand finds the spaces. 

This is encouraging. The cultivation of wu wei is not about 
learning to do less. It is about learning to see more clearly. 

 



 

  



20 Tao Lessons 

23 

"Thirty spokes share the wheel's hub; it is the center 
hole that makes it useful. Shape clay into a vessel; it is 
the space within that makes it useful." 

— Tao Te Ching, Chapter 11 

The wheel works because of the empty space at its center. 
The vessel holds water because of the hollow inside it. The 
room is livable because of the air within its walls. 

Profit, Lao Tzu writes, comes from what is there. Usefulness 
from what is not. 

We fill every available space. Earbuds the moment we are 
alone. A podcast running while we cook. Phones out at every 
red light, every waiting room, every brief gap between one 
demand and the next. The discomfort of emptiness has 
become intolerable, and we have built an entire ecosystem to 
help us avoid it. 

But the hollow is where the real work happens. 

* * * 

Cognitively, emptiness allows integration. When you are in 
constant input mode, the brain cannot consolidate what it 
has taken in. Memory, insight, and genuine understanding 
all require periods of low stimulation. 

Emotionally, emptiness allows feeling. Many people 
discover, when they finally slow down, that they have been 
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quietly grieving something for months without knowing it, 
because they never gave those feelings enough space to 
surface. 

And there is a subtler dimension too. In stillness, something 
beyond our ordinary thinking sometimes becomes available. 
A sense of knowing that precedes analysis. A direction that 
feels certain before we can explain why. Whatever you 
choose to call it, this kind of intelligence only arrives when 
we stop crowding it out. 

The vessel cannot receive what it is already holding. 

* * * 

Choose one recurring daily moment and protect it from 
filling. The first five minutes after waking, before the phone. 
A meal eaten without screens. The last ten minutes before 
sleep, without scrolling. Keep that gap empty for two weeks. 
Notice what arrives in it. 

The space is not wasted time. It is the center hole. 

Everything else turns because of it. 

* * * 

Traditional Japanese rooms are designed around negative 
space. The placement of objects is as much about the space 
between them as about the objects themselves. Remove the 
space, crowd the shelf, and the beautiful vase disappears into 
noise. 


