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I took a walk in the woods,


So as to look for nothing.


(Johann Wolfgang von Goethe)





I.


Not as much! That is the imperative of our age: less plastic, less CO2, less consumption, less stress. That sounds like a renunciation: of meat, of flying, of driving cars.


But does this necessarily have to be a renunciation? It would be renunciation to deny yourself the fulfillment of a deep desire. Not doing something because there is a better choice: that is freedom.


There are good reasons to use that freedom: needing less can be full of its own pleasure. It means being less dependent and - instead of constantly chasing after the satisfaction of needs - having more time for the really important things.


“Those who have lost by being moderate are rare.”


(Confucius, Analects, IV.23)





II.


Doing and leaving are what shape our perception of the world. A woodcutter, a biologist and an investor perceive the same forest in a completely different way. Whoever is taking on a task must be careful not to be taken over by the task. The more the focus is on predetermined goals, the more the view of collateral damage is lost.


In a world of numbers and financial streams, everything becomes a means to an end. The earth becomes a raw material warehouse and people become human capital. Everything becomes a utility. What is useless or not useful enough from an economic point of view is in danger. Primeval forests are being cut down; animal and plant species are becoming extinct; in the name of utility a huge destruction is underway.


It would often be better if less were done. But this is difficult to achieve, because many people despair when they have nothing to do. They cling to their occupations. Often work is the centre of their lives - and for many it is the source of their identity.


In our performance-oriented times, this can be seen with extreme clarity. That it is not a new phenomenon, however, is proven by a more than two thousand year old text from China:


“When the farmer has nothing more to do with grass and weeds, he has nothing more to hold on to; when the merchant has nothing more to do with alleys and markets, he has nothing more to hold on to. Only when the people of the crowd have their daily work, do they make an effort. The craftsmen depend on the skill and handling of their tools to feel themselves. If he cannot accumulate money and goods, the scrooge becomes sad. If power and influence do not expand steadily, the ambitious man becomes desolate. The slaves of power and wealth are only happy when in the process of change. If they find a time when they can act, they cannot stop acting. They all follow their path with the same regularity as the cycle of the year. They are caught up in the world of things and cannot change. So they run along, internally and externally trapped, sinking into the world of things and never coming back to themselves. Oh, how sad!” (Zhuangzi,XXIV.4)


So what can be done is done - and that is often much more than what needs to be done. We virtually suffocate under the mass of products that our productivity produces.





III.


Idleness. A word that has fallen into disrepute. Idleness, as the proverb warns, is the root of all vice; and more than a few even see in it the worst of all vices: the refusal to perform in a performance-based society.


The calls for deceleration, which are becoming louder and louder, have rehabilitated idleness to a certain extent in recent years. In the wellness sector at least it has found a firm place - and in countless magazine articles when it has to do finding oneself or burnout syndrome.


Idleness requires free time. This is more than leisure time: it is a time free of constraints, empty time that can be filled with what the moment offers.


Caught in the daily hustle and bustle, it is difficult to develop new perspectives. One is so busy mopping up the water that one does not even think of turning off the tap.


In order to get a grip on things at any time, your hands should be free. Being idle means to have time to do the right thing at the right moment.





IV.


Inspiration. The Muses like idleness. To be kissed by the Muse is the pictorial description of what many artists experience: a higher power seems to guide the creative process. This process is more of a letting happen than a conscious creation. Not the conscious ego - it paints, it writes, it composes. This state is called Flow.
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