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Wisdom Walking Me

	The Master allows things to happen.

	She shapes events as they come.

	She steps out of the way

	and lets the Tao speak for itself.

(Lao-Tzu 45)

	


What is it about walking in particular that opens one up to “the way”?  One passes by trees and other creatures, in a reciprocal play of shared space.  I walk by the tree in passing, but never truly leave it behind, for I carry its way of being with me on my journey and incorporate it into my own experience; memories rush forth of other walks and trees, textures of green, quiet permeating here-nesses of times before, and times to come.  Ageless silent wisdom is gifted to me as I walk with nature, rather than merely pass by.  This “way” of walking requires an awareness, a mental not-doing, for “In order to get underway, we do have to set out” (Levin 275).
 “The way we walk is a measure of our character, a measure of our groundedness in the truth of Being – a measure, finally, of the depth of our experience of Being.  For the most part, we walk in the oblivion of Being; we walk without awareness” (Levin 276).  We walk and think of where we are going – a destination of point A to B, a straight line path, a mechanized timing like a conveyor belt – no allowance for dips in the path or changes in direction.  When we walk without awareness, we move like automatons, taking for granted our patterns of movement and their echoing of nature’s inherent patterns, sidestepping the weaving of ourselves with what we are passing by.
Levin remarks, “The Being of beings has shown itself as the ground” (283).  The Taoist concept of wu wei, or “letting be” opens us up to the quiet being of nature.  This calls for a loosening of the grip on the controls of one’s situation and an easing of thoughts and mind-ramblings.  Letting be is a colossal letting go of attachments, or what distracts us and keeps us not only from ourselves, but from nature itself.  Focusing on the breath, one can listen to the quiet hum of life that lovingly flows around and within us at all times.  Through acceptance of what is and releasing attachments to outcomes, we come to a place of just being, or  wu-yen – “the ringing of stillness.”  
This stillness is the quiet density of tree moss, the openness of my heart to the sacredness of other creatures; the painfully slow uncurling of ferns is my cells dying and being reborn, part of the rhythms of earth.  Mazis states, “What is most overpowering is that everything is meaning-laden” (219).  Meaningfulness seeps from nature – creatures and plants are not mere appearances, or objects – they speak to us in a silent language of unending honesty, they are examples of the connectivity and circularity of time.  They just “be” yet inundate our senses with impressions and memory, eliciting hopes and ideas and comfort at our place in it all, and ease at not knowing what comes with the next breath.  Walking reconnects us to the being of ground, the multidimensional overlapping of perceptions; the sensual and temporal, into a sacred silence of place, of nature, and of ourselves in a collapsing and blossoming forth of being.  
As I pass by the trees, the earthy green of their mossy coats penetrates my being, imparting a sense of what it is to be the tree I am passing, an ageless spirit trickles through my body like the miniscule water droplets invisibly hovering in the rich emptiness of air surrounding me.  I am “passing by” yet though the tree disappears from view, it lurks behind me – as if it has tentacles that grasp me with some kind of mystical earth wisdom, but grasping me loosely enough in order to let me continue on my way while making themselves and their story known to me - their story and the stories of other creatures who have passed before and those to come.  As Mazis describes, meaning “merges from the dialogue of us with things, others, and creatures” (240).  We acknowledge each other’s necessary presence silently, deeply, with awe-inspiring respect.  This ageless wisdom of trees is called out to play with me by the settling of footsteps, their slow and deliberate steps like the tree limbs that slowly and deliberately climb towards the sky.  In this way, the being-ness of the trees and plants, sky and earth becomes the unspoken necessity of our being to the manifestation of ourselves within the world.
Trees, earth and sky join those walking with me – fellow classmates are not ahead of me or behind me as located in space; they walk with me, not as objects, but subjective to what is around us.   Their bodies speak to me in a wordless language, one that is tacitly understood before my mind has a chance to fathom the idea that there is this bursting of connective knowledge permeating my being and reflecting itself in a cohesion of necessary subjectivity.  To Merleau-Ponty, “what is given, is not one fragment of time followed by another, one individual flux, then another; it is the taking up of each subjectivity by itself, and of subjectivities by each other in the generality of a single nature, the cohesion of an intersubjective life and a world” (525).  This cohesion is what occurs as we walk on our way, step on the path of all paths, the path of no end and no beginning, the path we are on as we are born into this world in our earthly bodies.
This given purposefulness seeps into my flesh like sultry heat waves on a humid day, as my body responds with beads of sweat that emit from my pores - I have no control of it, over my body's response to nature.  It does it on its own, but when I just “be” with it, it nourishes my soul in a speechless moment of belonging.  One may say it is trifling to notice such occurrences that happen constantly without our awareness, but if we stopped thinking for a moment about what to do next and noticed the sweat as the body’s response and conversation with the heat, with the world, the conversation would turn into a lesson of how much control we do not have, how our bodies nurture us as nature nurtures them in a dialogue with nature that enlightens us to our “beholdenness” to the earth (Levin 292).
What is more subtle than the ground, the quiet being of the earth, always underfoot, always “there” in an unacknowledged sort of taken for granted-ness?  Have we honestly questioned if the ground would be under our feet when we take that first step out of bed the next morning?  Or, after taking a step presently, will we look down to double-check that the ground has not vanished into a black hole?  This silent presence is something supportive; the ground is always under our feet.  Despite our suffering, it remains.  It supports us throughout our lives.  It is there when we learn from our losses, uncover regrets, or discover hidden passions.  It is the utmost of spiritual experiences to walk on this earth, and share our footprints with its creatures, digging our roots deeper in the soil as we continue our open-ended journey of living, thinking we know at times, discovering we have no control at others, and learning slowly to accept our inability to be fortunetellers.  In walking, we humbly take on of the role of creature of earth, as meaningful to each other and to the world in which we find ourselves situated.  We awaken to ourselves as process, for “That is why the love of the Tao/is in the very nature of things” (Lao Tzu 51).  Levin eloquently illustrates:
To walk with awareness is to walk in the truth:  to walk, that is, in a disclosing of the meaningfulness of Being.  In its essence, walking is itself a poetizing saving of the earth.  But, by the same token, it is also a saving and upholding of our own most being – our being-on-the-path-of-thinking.  When we walk in the wholesomeness of thought, we walk in the openness of the ontological difference; and our walking shifts accordingly into a world-spanning stride, a stride of beauty, gathering the whole of time and the whole of space into its melodic rhythm – into that understanding body which unifies the meditation of our steps. (275)

To walk on this earth is to share our rhythms with others, for they too walk with us.  Though we may think we are separate beings, we are all supported by the ground, regardless of our class, race, or gender - we are all here on this earth despite where we may think we are.  Through walking in nature we can “become emplaced” as Mazis suggests, and “feel in the body and heart as if one were located in a space because one has felt its connectedness and connection to oneself” (234).
Verse 23 of the Tao Te Ching states:  “Open yourself to the Tao/then trust your natural responses/and everything will fall into place.”  Walking permits an openness to nature – through striding openly and unhesitatingly, the body releases itself to its surroundings and participates in a dialogue.  If I breathe in to the tension in my shoulders and really “feel” my arms, they freely move within their environment and talk to it – swinging playfully like they did when I was a young girl walking in the woods in wonderment, imagination running wild.  I have never lost this wild wonderment with nature, but through easing into my body, I can reclaim my place on the solid earth from years of being in my head, transforming cultural doctrines of being-for-others into being-with, because “I am from the start outside myself and open to the world” (Merleau-Ponty 530).  
This sense of wonder is something we associate with the the glee of children as they play; a feeling we still have the ability to feel with awe and amazement and perpetual love of nature, of being needed by nature as part of it and reciprocating its love.  Children do not question the trees when they speak to them – they listen.  They do not cringe at the dirt cloaking their bodies as they play – they revel in it.  There is an absence of hesitancy at getting dirty, which is in essence, getting the ground on their skin, being grounded in a literal sense.  We are all grounded until we see the earth as dirt beneath our fingernails, an impingement on cleanliness, a “dirty” hindrance to our controlled activities, rather than a nourishing support of our aliveness.
As I walk, the pulsing of footsteps joins the echoing of a distant goose’s call to its comrades.  They soar in the sky in a journey, together.  Each goose appears to be physically separate from others by being a different outside body, yet each makes up a greater body as the geese grace earth-dwellers  below with the shape of a “v”, a chorus of honks, a sharing of duty - for when one goose tires, another takes over.  “My life must have a significance which I do not constitute; there must strictly speaking be an intersubjectivity; each one of us must be both anonymous in the sense of absolutely individual, and anonymous in the sense of absolutely general.  Our being in the world, is the concrete bearer of this double anonymity” (Merleau-Ponty 521).
We walk on the path, each of us highly individualized, proudly separate beings, with our own foot patterns of stepping, pausing for milliseconds, gracing the ground in a manner of hugging it with our feet.  So proud of our individuality, we do not see that we walk the path together, our steps joining the calls of the geese, our rhythms echoing their wings, our breath the wind gliding beneath their bodies as they share the lead – we do not awaken to the earth hugging our feet back with each step.  We are the geese if we let ourselves be part of the rhythms that endlessly take up our being, open our footsteps to the earth, pressures on stone joining the lifeblood of ground, circling up into the currents of breeze kissing our cheeks.  “Rhythm gives us access to the melodic aspect of the unfolding of energies and meaning that are at the heart of the way things, people, and creatures come to enter the dance of manifestation together” (Mazis 231).  Through awareness of our rhythms, we are of a process, an emergence, a “way.”  This process calls us to stay with it for a while, to want to be on our way.  Through walking with openness, non-judgment, and acceptance of where we “are” in terms of our situations, we find our way and be it by simply letting ourselves be part of the process.  For “We respond to the way only be remaining underway” (Levin 275).
If the mind and body are separate, what explains the smile that leaks onto my face as a panting, slurping dog passes me by and why does the dog’s way of being bring tears to my eyes at the lesson it bestows upon me about myself and my own way?  Why do I feel myself shudder with awestruck tears as I peer up at the sky only to have my sight caught by a bird that just happens to dart into view in that moment?  What is this connection?  It is the connection to sacred being, to all that is, and all that is not.  To the mystery that is not a mystery…to the mysterious it that permeates our being, that so often we fail to acknowledge is there, because then we would have to admit we do not know something, that we have no explanation, and direr still, acknowledge we cannot know...and that frightens us.  What we can do is accept - to take up our situation in this world (Merleau-Ponty 529).  If we are “fully human only by virtue of our relationship to the earth” we must learn to accept that we do not know; we must honor “the beholdenness, in which we always stand with respect to the primordial earth” or risk never realizing the freedom we have to be on our way (Levin 292). 

“The natural world…is nothing other than the place of all possible themes and styles” (Merleau-Ponty 523).  To be part of it is to take one’s place in the realm of possibility – to live in the world and be sewn into its bodily fabric, not experiencing it as an all-seeing observer from on high, but getting down and dirty in it, playing in the mud of ambiguity and making something out of it in all its unknowingness, molding and reshaping an unfinished work of art, like making sand creatures at the beach and watching the waves caress them as they dissipate out to the sea.  There is a peacefulness to watching that happen, to letting it happen, knowing one can always create anew, and that what is newly created will never be finished, as it will meet another way of being as it reenters the sea.   
Our shadows are like time – we never escape them, for my shadow is never completely ahead of me like the future, because it connects to my feet and resides under them.  As I walk, it walks with me; at noon it invisibly engulfs me yet not completely, for it is there, ready to reappear in a moment of shifting earth.  As it appears at my side, it is slightly behind me, yet does not reside there for long, for when I stop, it stops.  The shadow is like an outward manifestation of the body in time, an example of our autochthony, our originating where found (Levin 285).  The shadow stems from ourselves, it is here while remaining in front and underneath.  It is of all times, and of no time.  Blindly stumbling forth is assuming we have authority over where our feet land, or what lies ahead in our lives.  We assume total control for something we are powerless over.  We act out against our fear with plans and designs on the future as we dart away, avoiding our shadows catching up with us.  But if we accept that our shadows are part of who we are, that we do not have to have it all figured out to be worthy of the journey, we may find peace in being compassionate with ourselves and others – we may find peace in just…being. 
	I have just three things to teach:

simplicity, patience, compassion.

These three are your greatest treasures.

Simple in actions and in thoughts,

you return to the source of being.

Patient with both friends and enemies,

you accord with the way things are.

Compassionate toward yourself,

you reconcile all beings in the world.

(Lao-Tzu 67)
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