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Compare the following passages with the book of Genesis in the Bible:

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]He (Lao Zi) exists at the origin of the Great Beginning, he walks about the beginning of the Great Simplicity, he floats in the Obscure Emptiness, comes and goes through the outer door of Dark Tenuity, contemplates Chaos before its differentiation, the transparent (heaven) and the opaque (earth) before their separation…. Alone, without companion, he wanders in the time of yore, before there were Heaven and Earth. He comes out of his hidden state and returns there to dwell. Having vanished, he is the Primordial; being manifest, he becomes human. Elusive! Through the transformation of Heaven and Earth and his spirit, he is made flesh in the bosom of Mother Li.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK6]------- Lao-zi bianhua jing [Book of the Transformation of Lao Zi] , quoted in Kristofer Schipper, Taoist Body, University of California Press, 1982:114


Lao Tzu transformed his body. His left eye became the sun; his right eye, the moon; his head became mount Kun-lun; his beard, the planets and constellations; his bones, dragons; his flesh, four-footed creatures; his intestines, snakes; his stomach, the sea; his fingers, the Five Peaks; his hair, trees and grasses; his heart, the Flowery Dais; as to his two kidneys, they were united and became one, the Real and True Father and Mother.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]------- Xiao dao lun, quoted in Kristofer Schipper, Taoist Body, University of California Press, 1982:114

______________



It is an interesting thing to consider, the relevancy of the origin of the universe to our lives and our understanding of the world. On the one hand the beginning of the universe is certainly a topic of great fascination, and yet, in my opinion, it presents little relevancy to modern life, and has no significant bearing on our understanding of the world around us as it functions today. Far more insightful then, to look at the ways in which different understandings of the beginning or creation of the universe reflect people’s beliefs, even their belief systems and the qualities they value most highly. In this age where China is entering a period of unprecedented international involvement in world affairs and when the cultural differences between what we traditionally think of as ‘the East’ and ‘the West’ present such rich opportunities to, by learning and communicating, enhance our understanding of the world and better our empathy, an examination of two representative schools of thought on our origins is a fitting chance to appreciate the values these beliefs exhibit. 


Daoism is a school of thought in China that can most simply and briefly be considered as a way - or ‘dao’ - of life, and indeed, all the many daos one can follow in daily life. It is such a major, fundamental part of Chinese culture, and such a significant contributor to the wealth of ancient wisdom still adhered to by Chinese people today, both religious and secular, that sometimes it can be difficult to differentiate Daoist teaching from general, widely accepted cultural beliefs. This is no bad thing; many Chinese people today who would not specifically think of themselves as Daoists still follow Daoist beliefs and practices, as the benefits and insight it provides are not something reserved exclusively for the religious adherents. It is important to understand this major contrast between the place of Daoism in China and the place of Christianity in both Great Britain and the United States of America, henceforth the UK and USA respectively, or ‘the West’ collectively. Whilst there are certain values lauded by Christian teaching that are universal enough to be endorsed widely in Western society, such as empathy and generosity, it is significantly less common to find an individual who holds beliefs specifically taught by Christian theology and yet does not consider themself a Christian. In this way, perhaps the Daoist teaching on the beginning of the universe is more quintessentially Chinese than the Christian teaching is quintessentially Western, particularly in the modern day when the influence of Christian theology is less of a monolith than it was in the past. This distinction is important to underline before continuing, as the greater ubiquity of the Daoist narrative of creation means I will go on to examine what values it exhibits in Chinese culture, whereas this is less true of Christianity and its place in modern Western society.
 

Firstly, we can see from these excerpts from the Daoists texts and the Book of Genesis in the Bible that both creation narratives begin with a description of the universe in a completely blank state. The Book of Genesis opens, ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.’[footnoteRef:-1] This introduces the idea that God is outside of time and is eternal, as before even the universe was formed, God exists to observe and create, even older than the heavens themselves, and in turn, every other spiritual being. Similarly, Laozi is ascribed to have an eternal aspect as well, being described as ‘alone’ before Heaven and Earth existed. This distinct similarity indicates perhaps that inherent to the idea of beginning is creation, and that for creation to happen, there must be an external force, a being outside of creation able to form existence from nothing. This ‘nothing’ takes two very different tones though, and represents the first divergence in these two narratives that begin in a similar space. The Bible describes the state of the universe before creation as simply ‘formless and empty’, an absence of light and life, into which God pronounces the existence of life and matter. However, in the Daoist telling of the creation of the universe, that which exists before the universe is significantly more meaningful than a void; firstly, it is called the ‘Great Simplicity’, which places its value as much higher than nothing, as simplicity itself is a worthwhile quality held in high esteem. Rather than an absence of anything, it is an absence of complexity, a more raw, natural state of being in which Laozi is described as wandering alone. This pre-universe place is likewise described as being dark, but connotes a peacefulness that the Christian narrative does not, which instead leans on the idea of an empty, dead void. Finally, and most importantly, we see Laozi in the beginning contemplating ‘Chaos before its differentiation’, which subtly exposes the major difference in values contained within these two texts. The primeval chaos referenced in the Daoist text gives an impression of raw life, or raw energy from which life and matter might spring; in my opinion, it is described as though it feels very much alive, and unified as a force, as opposed to a blank slate. Crucially, the next line tells of the chaos differentiating into heaven and Earth, indicating that both originate from the same place, that is, the Dao, and that both are simply a continuation of that original unified expression of the Dao stretching out into time. The difference this makes is that in the Daoist understanding of the creation of the universe, the pre-universe state of chaos and the subsequent beginnings of all life are both necessary and inevitable; it is, in a way, the ‘dao’ of the Great Dao that life would spring from the eternal nothing, and that life, energy, matter and nature would come into being as a natural order of events. Within the Daoist understanding, the entire span of the universe is a ‘dao’, a way in which things would always happen in accordance with the Dao. However, in the Christian understanding, the world and everything in it only comes into being through the direct will and action of God as an omnipotent being outside of time itself; the universe, and life, are all the direct responsibility of God as a creator being, and would not exist without Him; it is a ‘purposeful’ universe rather than one that springs from a natural order. In what way does this exhibit the different values of the two belief systems? I believe it demonstrates the difference between the ways in which adherents approach the spiritual beings of their own beliefs. Within Christianity, due to the fact that all life, energy and matter are a direct result of God’s intervention as a creator, there is an element of thankfulness or due worship to God as the originator of everything in existence, and as such, immediately establishes something of a hierarchy between the physical created world – our universe – the spiritual created world – the heavens – and God as the source of all things contained within. In Daoist teaching, as all life and energy including our own are a result of the natural progression of things observed in the Great Dao of the universe, there is less an element of worship and more so an element of both humility and of gratefulness, though a different kind of gratefulness than a Christian might show to God for the gift of life. A Daoist might observe their place in the universe and appreciate that, although they are such a small part of the grander, complex evolution and progression of the universe, they are also an important part of it, as they too are a result of the Dao, and by following the Dao more closely in their own life, can draw more directly close to the source of their life and the lives of the people and the nature around them. It initially seems to be a subtle difference and yet I believe it influences the ways in which Christians and Daoists view the world – more particularly, their place in it – significantly. Ultimately, I believe this difference is that the creation narrative of Christianity and Daoism indicates that a Christian might express gratefulness and worship to God for the gift of life, whereas a Daoist might attempt to learn how to draw closer to the Dao that is the source of their life and the existence of all things, and try to both better understand and better follow their place in it. [-1:  Genesis 1:1, NIV] 


Secondly, I think an interesting comparison can be drawn between the commentary both sources make on the nature of our world. It is difficult to read the opening chapters of the Book of Genesis without noticing the repetition of one particular phrase; ‘and God saw that it was good’.[footnoteRef:0] The first chapter of Genesis details the creation of the earth by God as the omnipotent creator being, and is described in distinct periods of time or ‘days’. During each day, it details a particular facet of creation that God brings into being, such as light, the ground and oceans, the plants and animals etc., and concludes nearly every day with an observation that ‘God saw that it was good’. This is a strong and definite proclamation; the creations of God are all categorically good in God’s eyes, and as an omniscient and perfect observer, are objectively good, including humanity. This celebration of the natural world, here in its most natural state, as an inherently good thing is not dissimilar to the lauding of nature and the natural order in Daoism, given that nature is such an important dao of the earth. However, shortly after the completion of this good and perfect natural creation, the Book of Genesis tells the story of humanity rebelling against God and going against the natural way of the world, thus introducing the imperfections with the world around us and bringing with it an awareness of the good and evil in human beings. This story creates a sharp distinction between the natural way of the world as being created by God, and thus is pure and good, and humanity’s course of action in the world as being liable to corruption from the natural order and being less intrinsically good, even though of course human beings can still behave in a good way and embrace the divinity in the soul. There is no such differentiation seen in these Daoist texts. The progression of the world, and particularly, the ways in which evil and other negative influences come about, is less of a binary state of the soul and more akin to a degree of divergence from an individual’s own dao. To risk oversimplifying, this distinction indicates that within Christianity, there is a definite state of good and a state of evil, and whilst the natural order of the world as created by God is an inherently good thing, human beings have the free will to choose to act in a good or evil way, with no real definitive middle ground; within Daoism, each individual acts in varying degrees in accordance with the Dao, and the closer one’s actions and thoughts are to the Dao, the closer one is to the most natural and ‘good’ way of things, the further away from it, the more prone to the corruption and negative things of the world. These texts therefore provide an interesting comparison between the self-reliance of Daoism – that of education, self-cultivation, and a oneness both with nature on earth and the universe at large in the Dao – and the reliance on God of Christianity, two very fundamentally different values that in my opinion influence the way we must think about these two systems of belief. This is an idea perhaps most succinctly expressed in the phrase, ‘我命在我不在天’or ‘My life is in my own hands rather than in the hands of God’[footnoteRef:1], further stressing the idea of self-reliance, and that one’s health, spiritual wellness, and happiness are founded on one’s own actions. [0:  Genesis 1, NIV]  [1:  Dr Yanxia Zhao, Course Materials] 


Finally, perhaps the most erudite comparison to draw between these two texts and the Genesis narrative is the idea of incarnation. Within the Book of Genesis, God creates the world and yet is separate from it, outside of it, dwelling exclusively in the heavens; it is humanity that is made ‘of the earth’, of the physical material of the universe, whilst God remains separated from His creation. Later in the Bible, we see God take on a physical form as Jesus in order to rectify the presence of evil within humanity in the form of sacrificial salvation. However, these two Daoist texts instead exhibit an element of the divine itself becoming physical at the birth of the world. Laozi cannot truly be considered the same kind of divine being as God is considered within Christianity, but certainly, his wisdom, insight, and spiritual significance gives him the same degree of importance within the entirety of Daoist teaching, and here we see him ‘made flesh’ after wandering alone in the chaos or Dao before all things. Pardoning the opinionated language, we read this very beautiful imagery of Laozi as a purely spiritual being becoming the aspects of the nature he would teach his followers to love and appreciate, the physical elements of his being willfully transforming into the many beauties of the world around us. Particularly of note is that in this poetical text Laozi becomes both heavenly elements and earthly elements, his eyes taking on the image of the sun and moon, traditionally revered as spiritual entities, and yet also his hair becomes trees, and the grass, a much more grounded earthly thing. This is important because of the immediate spiritual standing it establishes; within the Christian narrative, it sets a tone of separation between God and humanity, with God being apart from the physical world completely until his incarnation as Jesus, and with humanity being solely able to connect to the spiritual realm of God via the divinity of their human souls gifted to them by God. However, within the Daoist text, far from a tone of separation, we see imagery that connotes a very close, connected, almost entirely equal relationship between humanity and the spiritual elements of Daoism; not only can a human being draw closer to the Great Dao by further learning, further dedication, further self-cultivation – and thus ultimately ascend to a spiritual plane upon death after following the Dao so closely – but also the Dao is naturally closer to humanity. Within this text, it establishes that humanity is as much a part of the Dao as the world around us, and the world around us as formed by the transformation of Laozi is an inherently spiritual thing, imbued with the divinity of Laozi as an immortal being. This, in my opinion, is the most serious differentiation in the two systems of belief than can be seen in a comparison between the Book of Genesis and these two Daoist texts; in Christianity, the world and indeed our bodies are physical things, presented as a gift from God, and are both intrinsically good and pure, even as far as to be imbued with the divine, alongside the more corrupt human elements of life; within Daoism, our bodies and our spirits are both inherent parts of the natural way of things, and are as much a part of the Dao as the trees and grass, the sun and moon, even the heavens, making for perhaps a more humble and yet no less definite place in the divine Great Dao. 

In the course of researching and writing this topic I have come to readdress my opinion on the matter. These two narratives of the origin of the universe and the source of our life shed light on the values each system of belief holds in an insightful way, and serves to significantly improve one’s understanding of the ways in which Daoists and Christians view this world and their place in it.

Benedict Chambers
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