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Course Plan
• Oct. 24: Simplicity
• Oct. 31: Compassion
• Nov. 7: Hope
• Skip Nov. 14
• Nov. 21: Other Mountains…
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Preface
This is not a scholarly book. 
I am a scholar. But here I set 
my scholarly impulses aside. 
I want to learn to think like 
a mountain, a marmot, a 
river, and a tree. I have 
wandered the Sierra 
Nevada and other 
wonderlands, with ancient 
sages as my guides. The 
wisdom of the world 
teaches that simplicity, 
compassion, and hope help 
us live truly and well, and in 
accord with nature.
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“Reading Chuang-Tzu 
on the John Muir Trail”

Wander in simplicity and blend in with the vastness.
--Chuang Tzu

5

Sources, Places, 
Stories, People 
(and dogs)
• Ancient Philosophy

• Greek/Roman
• Chinese
• Buddhist
• Native American

• Yosemite & Sierra Nevada
• Santa Cruz Mountains
• Grand Canyon
• Switzerland
• Peru
• Israel
• China
• Greece
• Fresno, CA
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The Sierra Pacific and The Navel of the World
Not going, not coming, rooted, 
deep and still,
Not reaching out, not reaching in,
Just resting, at the center.
The single jewel, the flawless 
crystal drop,
In the blaze of its brilliance, the 
way beyond.

• Shih Te, # 17

7

The Sierra Pacific and The Navel of the World
I have visited a few of the other world 
navels. I have been to Athens and 
Jerusalem. But what you find there is 
disheartening, if you are looking for 
natural beauty. Both cities grew up 
around a holy mountain. But when 
compared to the summits of California, 
these ancient mountains are really just 
small hills, hardly worth bragging about.
In the Sierra Pacific world, mountains, 
waterfalls, and waves provide obvious 
inspiration. The snows fall, which feeds 
the streams, which return to the sea. 
Within this process skiers ski, surfers surf, 
and fishermen cast their lines. There is a 
simple harmony within these patterns. To 
be at home is to move in concert with the 
dance of water, wind, and life.
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Ancient Chinese 
Taoism
• Tao = way, path, principle, 

force, source, guide

• Lao-tzu (Laozi)
• Master Lao (Old Master)
• ca.500 BCE
• Tao Te Ching
• The Book of the Way

• Chuang-Tzu (Zhuangzi)
• Master Chuang
• ca. 300 BCE

• Did these masters really exist?
• Were these books really 

written by them?
Ma Yuan, On a Mountain Path in Spring
https://www.worldhistory.org/uploads/images/7407.jpg?v=1727102644-0 
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The Do-Nothing Sage: Lao-tzu
• Legend says that Lao-tzu (c. 575 b.c.e.) was a bureaucrat in 

ancient China, known only by a nickname variously translated as 
Old Master, Old Man, Old Boy, or Old Philosopher. He may have 
compiled his book, the Tao te Ching, under a pseudonym as a 
form of self-preservation, since he lived during the instability of 
the Period of the Warring States. The scholar A. C. Graham 
suggests that living in a state of “perpetual fear” taught the 
reclusive Lao-tzu (whoever he really was) to develop a self-
preserving “habit of evasive speech.” In fact, however, we know 
very little of Lao-tzu.

• According to legend, when he was 160 years old, Lao-tzu grew so 
disgusted with the hypocrisy and decay of his time that he 
decided to resign from his position as a bureaucrat to pursue 
virtue in a more natural environment. Heading west, Lao-tzu 
reached the Han-ku Pass, where the keeper of the pass 
recognized the old sage and said, “You are about to withdraw 
yourself from sight. I pray you compose a book for me.” Lao-tzu 
honored the man’s request by producing a little (5,000-word) 
book known today as the Tao te Ching.
• Archetypes of Wisdom
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The Three Mountains
There are three mountains:
Simplicity, compassion, and hope.
Explore them
And you will live well.
• Tao Te Ching, #67

Simplicity, compassion, and hope are essential ingredients of a 
good life. This book focuses on simplicity. It is the first of a three 
volume project that will range across a landscape of ideas, rooted 
in ancient philosophical and spiritual traditions. These roots have 
bloomed in my own thinking, informed by my experience of the 
world here at the center of California, in the shadow of the Sierra 
Nevada.

• Simplicity
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Three Mountains…
Treasures, Jewels, teachings..
Lao Tzu (Tao Te Ching) #67
• I have three treasures which I hold and keep.

The first is mercy; the second is economy;
The third is daring not to be ahead of others
• Gia-Fu Feng

• I have just three things to teach: simplicity, 
patience, compassion. These three are your 
greatest treasures.
• Stephen Mitchell

• I have three treasures that I keep. The first is 
friendliness. The second is to stay behind. The 
third is wanting less.
• Jim Clatfelter

• I have three treasures. I keep and treasure 
them. The first, mercy; the second, moderation; 
the third, modesty.
• Ursula Le Guin

13

Other Spiritual Trios
• Mind
• Heart
• Body

• Digestion/Reproduction/Workers
• Moderation

• Breath/Spirit/Warriors
• Courage

• Thought/Imagination/Leaders
• Wisdom

14
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Three Treasures, Jewels… Mountains
• Simplicity, compassion, and hope are the “three 

treasures” of Taoism. But ancient wisdom is merely 
an inspiration and trailhead. The point is not to go 
back but to move forward. Taoism teaches us to be 
yielding, flexible, and resilient. It also teaches us not 
to quibble over names or numbers on a list. The list 
of “jewels” could also include modesty, humility, 
mercy, kindness, tenacity, and patience.
• These values are summits to be explored and passes 

to be traversed. They are not gemstones to be 
pocketed and exchanged. These peaks form a range 
that defines the horizon. They create a geography in 
which to dwell. They give us tasks to complete and 
trails to follow. It is the upward struggle that 
invigorates and gives meaning.
• Simplicity

15

The three mountains do not exist
• Hope is a rainbow dancing in the mists of a 

waterfall. It glistens as a beautiful spirit, gleaming 
above the terrifying abyss. This luminous apparition 
entices and uplifts. But it is not real. Or is it? Hope 
is a powerful force. It is as real as the rainbow.
• And now listen to a confession: Lao Tzu never said 

there are three mountains. These mountains do not 
exist. Nor did Lao Tzu. And yet, we understand what 
it means to climb these mountains, and to hope. 
For unlike the stone, we are beings that embrace 
glistening illusions that dance on the mist.
• These three mountains are myth and 

interpretation. They are images within a colorful 
poem fashioned from the splashing chaos of a 
ruined past. Thought, poetry, and history are 
rainbows. They are works of the imagination. We 
reconstruct and reconsider what we find before us.
• Compassion

16
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The Three Sages
Sampling the Vinegar

• Confucius finds the taste sour and suggests 
the need for moral correction and social 
improvement. Buddha thinks the taste is 
bitter and sees it as a reminder of the first of 
his noble truths, which is that life is 
suffering. Lao-Tzu experiences the vinegar as 
sweet, which symbolizes that things are 
basically good as they are, if we could only 
go with the flow and let things be. The 
allegory shows that these three sages each 
offer a different account of wisdom. But 
could it also suggest that there is some unity 
among the three. Perhaps the best recipe is 
to learn a bit of wisdom from each sage.
• Archetypes of Wisdom
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The Three Brother Gods
Here is a legend. There were three 
brother gods, the lords of three 
mountains. These immortals defended 
longevity, benevolence, and prosperity. 
Each was at peace with the other. For a 
time, the world was in balance. But 
storms came. Snow covered the trails. 
Raging rivers destroyed the bridges. 
The summits were obscured by fog and 
thunderclouds. In their isolation and 
frustration, each brother became 
jealous and self-involved. One wanted 
to be left alone to find inner peace. The 
other wanted to sacrifice himself and 
save the world. The third wanted to 
fight the storm and capture the wind. 
There arose fear, anger, and confusion. 

The people of the valley sought wisdom from 
the gods. They cleared the trails and rebuilt 
the bridges. Intrepid mountaineers ventured 
into the heights. When they broke through 
the clouds, they discovered that the summits 
were empty, except for playful marmots, busy 
bees, blooming wildflowers, and a few 
gnarled old trees. The gods had long since 
departed. But the mountaineers were 
glowing from the effort.
 Simplicity

18
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The Three Gods of the Inca
When we approached Machu Picchu on 
the Inca Trail, our guide gave a sacrifice to 
the three gods: the snake, the puma, and 
the condor. He formed three coca leaves 
into a fan and held them up to the four 
directions. He placed them under a rock 
and left them for the mountain. This 
prayer was as profound as the rocking of 
the rabbis at Jerusalem’s Wailing Wall or 
the chanting of the monks in Beijing’s 
Lama Temple.
• Simplicity
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Simplicity Themes
• Transformative Geography

• Some places set us humming. Others cause us to glow.
• Nameless Inspirations

• Beneath the useless tree we discover a good place to do nothing, to 
rest free and easy.

• Emptiness: Sitting and Forgetting
• At one with the world, simply there, consumed and oblivious, 

engaged completely in the not-self.
• To Live Like a Mountain

• Learn the interconnections of things, to see how our fragile clinging 
is balanced within the great indifference. This is what it means to 
find the simple center of things.

• At Home Wherever You Go
• The trick of a simple life is to find yourself at home wherever you 

go. The simpler your desires, the easier it is to be at home wherever 
the trail leads you.

• Playful Laughter
• To play is to engage in a practice for its own sake. And this is 

exactly what life is: not a rehearsal but the game itself. Like music, 
the point is, after all to play it.

20



11/7/24

11

Simplicity Theme: Transformative Geography

I see a lot of silly folks who claim
Their own small spine is Mount Meru,
The sacred mountain
That supports the universe.
• Shih Te, # 11

21

Transformative Geography
• There are places in the world that change 

us. These awe inspiring places cause human 
beings to wonder. These are beautiful and 
sublime places where the spirit soars, 
imagination takes flight, and roots sink 
deep. This is the experience of 
transformative geography. Some places set 
us humming. Others cause us to glow. 
• If you climb the coastal mountains, you 

sometimes find yourself above the fog. 
Where I grew up, there is a small little 
mountain called Maisy’s Peak. It is not much 
to look at. But when you stand atop Maisy’s 
and gaze out across the fog, you might be 
able to imagine what Moses saw from 
Mount Sinai. 

22
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Transformative Geography
• Kant and Schopenhauer have a useful 

theory of the sublime. This theory holds 
that we experience the limits of thought 
when we encounter sublime magnificence. 
The object calls forth wonder, propelling us 
beyond ourselves. 
• On some dark nights up in the Sierra you 

can see the Milky Way. This magic shroud of 
stars is hidden to those of us who live in 
light-polluted cities. But if you see the Milky 
Way, you will be humbled and inspired. 
When the starry firmament smacks us with 
the sublime, we are reduced to nothing and 
transformed. The Milky Way is a bridge and 
a passageway, a transformational 
thoroughfare.

23

Transformative Geography
• We evolved to be runners, climbers, 

swimmers, and wanderers. We 
evolved to dance and sing in tune 
with nature. We evolved to 
experience wonder beneath the starry 
skies. What if we understood 
intelligence as a tool for helping us 
find places where we can dance and 
sing and wonder, in safety, barefoot 
on the sand? Perhaps evolution is part 
of a process by which the earth comes 
to understand its own wonderlands.

24
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Transformative Geography
• Transformative geography is a resonance 

between the mind, the body and the 
world. Sublime places give birth to 
spiritual ideas. The Buddhists spoke of 
Mount Meru, the sacred mountain that 
holds up the cosmos, the axis around 
which the world revolves. This may be a 
real place—a mountain of local 
importance which local people believe to 
be endowed with universal power. Or 
maybe this is a metaphor and Mount 
Meru lies within: the spine or heart or 
brain or soul—that which connects us to 
the whole and the axis around which life 
circulates.

25

Simplicity Theme: Nameless Inspirations

The source of things is 
nameless.
The world flows back into 
namelessness.
• Tao Te Ching, #1 and #32

26
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Nameless Inspirations

How rarely do we stop and listen 
to the hum of nature? The other 
day, the trees were flowering in 
my neighborhood as I walked my 
dogs. I stopped under a massive 
blossoming tree, astounded by 
the song of the bees, so loud but 
usually unnoticed. This buzz is all 
around us. The earth was 
buzzing long before human ears 
could hear. It will continue 
singing into the great silence 
after our demise.

27

Nameless Inspirations
Chuang Tzu tells of a useless tree. It was ugly and 
crooked. No carpenter could find a use for it. It 
gave no fruit. The fruit trees came and went. They 
are planted, harvested, and torn down when their 
fruit gives out. But the old useless tree persisted. 
Its uselessness was its virtue. And even a useless 
tree provides shade and rest for birds and bees. 
Chuang Tzu said that beneath the useless tree we 
discover a good place to do nothing, to rest free 
and easy.
These texts and stories are tools. They are 
instrument for channeling something nameless. 
We are looking for natural freedom and harmony, 
simplicity and compassion, patience and hope. 
But everywhere we look, we only see the ruins 
and remnants of ancient paths and gardens. 

28
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Simplicity Theme: Being and Forgetting
Body, mind, and differences 
dissolve.
Matter, form, and knowledge fade.
I am become one with the 
mountain.
This is being and forgetting.
 Chuang Tzu, # 4
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Being and Forgetting
Simplicity eliminates difference. It is discovered in 
simply being and thus forgetting all complexities, 
divergences, and difficulties. Meditation provides a path 
to this summit. But only a few privileged people have 
time to gaze at the nothingness.
Sometimes work blesses us with simple intensity. 
I know a Tai Chi master. He glows when he plays the 
ukulele. I know activists and priests and climbers and 
skiers. People glow with intensity when absorbed in 
what they love. Their souls become beautiful as they 
work their chosen path.
We each climb our own mountains in our own way. But 
there is a common thread. Good people seek integrity, 
build kindness, and inspire hope. They are focused and 
intense. Energy is multiplied when we become one with 
our work

30
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Being and Forgetting
When the self is forgotten, so too are harms and 
injustices, expectations, disappointments, angers, 
and resentments. In forgetting ourselves and 
merging into work and the world, we find 
interconnection with the whole of the universe. We 
see the moon in a dewdrop as Dogen once put it. 
Call it Buddha or God, or simply simplicity. 
When you are consumed by the world, the names 
do not matter. This may seem an empty lesson, 
asking us to lose ourselves as we wander. But there 
are implications. In being consumed, we learn that 
there is rarely any reason to destroy things. We also 
learn to leave others alone to find their own way to 
glow.

31

Simplicity Theme: To Live Like a Mountain

The time you have left is short.
Live it as if you were on a 
mountain.
Let others observe a true man,
Living in accordance with nature.
• Marcus Aurelius
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To Live Like a Mountain
Mountains show us the tenacity of life, its fragility, 
and the great indifference of things. These 
wildflowers and stunted trees cling to dry stone. 
They return each summer and live their moments 
of glory. The foxtail and bristlecone pines are gnarly 
old wizards of tenacity. These ancient mountain 
wardens live in the harshness of the heights. Some 
are over 4,000 years old. These trees were born 
long before Socrates and Jesus walked the earth. 
But the mountain doesn’t notice.
These trees will be dead some day. And everything 
will be forgotten. Nothing is given and nothing is 
taken away. There is nothing to be proud of and 
nothing to resent. That’s the harmony of the great 
indifference.
We need to learn the interconnections of things, to 
see how our fragile clinging is balanced within the 
great indifference. This is what it means to find the 
simple center of things.
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Simplicity Theme: At home wherever you go
A true man fearlessly climbs the 
high places.
He swims without getting wet.
He walks through fire but does not 
get burned.
He breathes with his heels instead 
of his throat.
 Chuang Tzu, # 6
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At home wherever you go
The trick of a simple life is to find yourself 
at home wherever you go. The simpler your 
desires, the easier it is to be at home 
wherever the trail leads you. When you feel 
unheimlich, breathe deeply and try to 
connect your soul to your soles.
It is easy to understand the anxiety of 
nature. Bears and spiders, snakes and 
waterfalls can be dangerous. People freak 
out on narrow ledges and steep precipices. 
Most stick to the flat lands, avoiding the 
vertical world. These places can get you 
killed. But the same is true of the freeway. 
In fact, more people are killed on the 
highways than in the heights.

35

At home wherever you go
The task we discover on the path to 
simplicity is to learn to breathe with 
our heels. The shallow breathlessness 
of frantic movement should give way 
to something thicker and deeper. 
When you find yourself in danger on 
the side of a cliff, you must 
remember to take that calming 
breath. When you find yourself alone 
in an alien city, try to imagine those 
sages who are at home wherever 
they go.

36
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Simplicity Theme: Playful laughter

How did the human scamp 
begin his ascent to civilization? 
What were the first signs of 
promise in him, or of his 
developing intelligence? The 
answer is undoubtedly to be 
found in man’s playful 
curiosity.
 Lin Yutang

37

Playful laughter

There is more than one way to 
live. This is one vantage point, my 
trail, along with some tales of the 
people who have walked with me 
and guided me. There are others. 
The trails cross in unexpected 
places, as we follow them and 
play with ideas. To play is to 
engage in a practice for its own 
sake. And this is exactly what life 
is: not a rehearsal but the game 
itself. Like music, the point is, 
after all to play it.
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Playful laughter

All of life is spent on some trail 
or song, playing along some 
path or other. We should learn 
to sing and dance and play, as 
birds and coyotes do. We 
should learn to laugh, like 
dancing waters. 
Could it be that the buzzing of 
the bees is their way of 
laughing, celebrating their 
good fortune to have found 
such nectar?
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Playful laughter
Spirit and energy long to express 
themselves in beauty and 
exhilaration. Here’s a thought: the 
waterfall is the river singing and 
laughing. 
Here’s a thought: your voice—the 
voice of religion, philosophy, poetry, 
and laughter—is the song of the 
universe, the universe singing to 
itself. 
Why do we whoop and holler when 
we carve that line in the snow? Every 
whoop and holler is a prayer of 
thanks and celebration. 
We belong to the world and the world 
sings and laughs, if we simply stop 
and listen.
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