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To Paul, Kyle, Keir, and Hoops


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Natural Meditation offers meditations carried out in nature or while visualizing nature. There are easy-to-follow entries about meditating in natural settings or meditating on natural scenes or objects. The book also has sidebars with thoughts about incorporating nature in one’s mindfulness practice. Readers can open to a page during lunch break, at home in the evening, or on the weekend and take a short “retreat,” setting off down a quiet, natural path.

This book acknowledges that nature has a lot to teach us about going with the flow, letting go, awareness, calm, silence, pausing, and non-materialism. Whether readers do these meditations in actual natural settings or on a cushion at home, the book’s entries will inspire readers to spend more time in nature.

Natural Meditation emphasizes the spiritual, moral, and other tangible benefits of nature. The focus is on training the mind in relaxation, visualization, creativity, and rejuvenation—incorporating natural settings, plants, and animals. Sometimes a respite or quiet path is just what one needs in this crazy world, a few minutes to take time to slow down, breathe, be awake and aware, and appreciate.

Barbara Ann Kipfer
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Sometimes you are outside, say at the beach, and noises created by other people “ruin” your time there. This, of course, also happens inside in various situations, but when you are in nature, you may have expectations of peace and quiet. When others produce unexpected and unwanted noise, you are very much challenged. Here is a practice that will come in handy both outside and inside. Go to a place in nature that is frequented by a lot of people, like the beach. Walk for a bit, using all of your senses to absorb the sights, smells, and sounds of nature in that place. Then find a place to meditate, sitting or lying down, eyes closed or open—whatever is comfortable physically, but also within earshot of people who are making noise that you find disturbing. When negative emotions start to come up due to unwanted noise, be present with them, labeling the feeling, noting any place in the body where you feel them strongest, and breathe in and out with your mental and physical reactions. By watching your feelings, labeling them, and not adding in thoughts, you will find that your emotions may start to ebb. But the thoughts might just barge right in along with your judgments about the people making noise. Observe the feelings of separateness and upset you feel, with both the people and the place itself, then return to focusing on your breath and bodily sensations. Over time, being mindful of your reactions will help you find ways to create a spaciousness to help you overcome your fixation on the unwanted noise and, instead, refocus on the pleasant aspects of the natural scene.
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Stop and smell the flowers.
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As you walk, bicycle, run, or just sit on the porch, notice the natural objects and weather around you. Look carefully at the overall landscape of the area. As you walk, you may see, hear, or smell something that you want to savor. Enjoy what you encounter and breathe to be fully present.

[image: images]

Imagine a world without birds, how lifeless it would seem. Birds rule their own element, delighting us with their beauty, in particular, of plumage and song. They are the natural analogue of angels, and symbolize the links between heaven and earth. When you think of the soul’s ecstasy or transcendence, flight is the image many of us seize upon. Spend time watching birds, through binoculars or with the naked eye, and listen to their glorious songs in the season of courtship. No creatures stir the heart to greater enjoyment. Bird watching, far from being a sublimated form of hunting, offers a true appreciation of wonderful moments in nature. Look out for homecoming migrants. Celebrate, for example, your first swallow of the summer, rejoicing in its amazing double feat of long-distance flight and accurate navigation.
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Rake leaves and jump in the pile.
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Go out into your favorite place in nature, a place where you can feel relaxed. Lie on your back on a mat, pad, or towel with your legs uncrossed, your arms at your sides, palms up, and your eyes open or closed in relaxation pose. Focus on your breathing, how the air moves in and out of your body. Slowly and deeply breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth or nose. After several slow, deep breaths, as you begin to feel comfortable and relaxed, direct your attention to the toes of your left foot. Tune into any sensations in that part of your body while remaining aware of your breathing. It often helps to imagine each breath flowing to the spot where you are directing your attention. Focus on your left toes for one to two minutes. Then move your focus to the sole of your left foot and hold it there for a minute or two while continuing to pay attention to your breathing. Follow the same procedure as you move to your left ankle, calf, knee, thigh, hip, and so on all around the body. Then move to the right side of your body beginning, again, with your right toes, and continue until you have gone all around the body. Pay particular attention to the head: the jaw, chin, lips, tongue, roof of the mouth, nostrils, throat, cheeks, eyelids, eyes, eyebrows, forehead, temples, and scalp. Finally, focus on the very top of your hair, the uppermost part of your body.
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Watching is meditation. What you watch is irrelevant. You can watch the trees, the river, clouds, children playing. The quality of observation, the quality of being aware and alert, that is what meditation is. Meditation means awareness. Anything having to do with awareness is meditation.
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In the twelfth century, Zen-minded spiritual seekers used the ten Ox-Herding Pictures to help them find enlightenment. The ox is a symbol of our true nature. The Ox-Herding Pictures show the following: A man is looking for his ox, he finds footprints, he glimpses the ox, then manages (just) to hang on to it, then tames it and rides it home happily. In the seventh picture there’s no ox, only the man. In the eighth image, an empty circle—the man has vanished, too. In the ninth, there is pure landscape. In the tenth, the man, barefoot, enters the marketplace with giving hands. Inner wisdom enables us to forget the self, see the world as it is, and reenter the community of souls to participate helpfully in its joys and sorrows. Ponder the sequence, and follow it in your life.

[image: images]

Let nature enhance your meditation.
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Leaves on a stream exercise: Sit in a comfortable position by a body of water, if possible. This is a visualization exercise, but the sound of flowing water makes it feel even more real. So, close your eyes and visualize a gently flowing stream with leaves floating along the surface of the water. For the next few minutes, take each thought that enters your mind and place it on a leaf. Let each leaf float by. Do this with each thought—pleasurable, painful, or neutral. Even if you have a joyous or enthusiastic thought, place them on a leaf and let them float by. If your thoughts momentarily stop, continue to watch the stream. Sooner or later, your thoughts will start up again. Allow the stream to flow at its own pace. You are not trying to rush the leaves along or get rid of your thoughts. You are allowing them to come and go at their own pace. If a leaf gets stuck, allow it to hang around until it is ready to float by. If a difficult or painful feeling arises, simply acknowledge it. Say to yourself, I notice boredom/impatience/frustration. Place those thoughts on leaves and allow them to float along. As soon as you realize that you have become hooked on one thought, gently bring your attention back to the visualization exercise.
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Take a walk, paying close attention to all of nature, but with a different attitude. Look at everything as though you have never seen it before. Pick things up, smell them, feel them. Become a child again in a world of discovery. With each step, try counting three new things you see.
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A tidepool is a miniature world often teeming with life, and all the more precious for being temporary. At the seaside, recapture the joys of childhood by finding a weedy tidepool and crouching down to observe its inhabitants going about their business. The middle reaches of the shore have the liveliest pools, with sponges, anemones, worms, snails, crabs, other crustaceans, and even fishes. These creatures live right at the fringes of our everyday concerns: to visit from time to time refreshes our enthusiasm and wonder. As you walk along the shore, reflect on human origins: land animals like ourselves developed from amphibious creatures that evolved in the tidal zone, so without the tides, and therefore without the moon, there would have been no people.
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Look for the rainbow when it rains.
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Hike through a city, state, or national park for meditation. Hiking in nature provides an opportunity to tune in, both to your own experience and to the world around you. While it can be easy to get lost in thoughts or daydreams while hiking, the simple practices of mindfulness can draw you more closely into your experience of the natural world. Start by paying attention to each step. Simply notice each time your foot makes contact with the ground. Notice your body, moving through space. Feel the contact of air against your skin. Bring your awareness to your senses: touch, smell, sight, hearing. What do you feel, smell, notice, hear? Allow each sensation to wash over you, not holding on to any one, but gently receiving each as you notice it. When hiking uphill, take your time. Let your weight come fully into each step before you take the next one, and find a pace that allows your breathing to have a steady rhythm. Find moments to stop and receive the experience: at the top of a hill, looking over a view, at a junction in the trail, or in front of a beautiful flower or tree. Feel your feet on the ground, your body in space, and notice the movement of the environment around you.
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Imagine a pool deep in the earth that is a source of vitality and energy. Breathing in, you feel the liquid light rise like a fountain into your feet, up the legs, into the spine, and to the top of your head. Breathing out, the energy cascades back to the ground and you feel cleansed.
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In Celtic symbolism, the birch tree represents new beginnings. Babies’ cradles were made of birch wood, and bundles of birch were used to sweep the house at the Celtic new year. Birch also has strong fertility connections: The tree was often used as a maypole, and, according to Scottish folklore, a cow herded with a birch stick would give birth to a healthy calf. When you next encounter a creative block, go sit under a birch tree. Touch its trunk, pick up a fallen leaf. Or just look at a picture of a birch in a book. Tune into the tree’s ancient symbolism and allow it to cleanse you of the old, and inspire you with the new.
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Seek beauty in art, music, and nature.

[image: images]

[image: images]

[image: images]

One of the best ways to calm and quiet your mind is to cultivate bare attention, the ability to be awake and aware of the present moment without “adding on” to the moment with thoughts or mental commentary. So, here is a meditation practice for being in nature without clinging to thoughts, commentary, or judgment. Go outside and choose a natural object that attracts you. Looking at it, try to let go of any previous associations or memories involved with the object. Simply experience everything you can about the object as it is through your senses of touch, smell, hearing, and sight. Try to keep going deeper into your “knowing” of the object. When you start narrating in your mind, acknowledge what is happening and let go of the thoughts. You will be able to take what you learn from this practice and use it in other areas of your life: in time spent with family and friends, and during times when you are at work, shopping, or other experiences. Think about the difference between bare attention and the experiences in which you are listening to your thoughts instead of being in the moment.
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If you feel attuned to a certain type of animal, you may want to create an animal altar. You could have an image or statue of the animal as well as objects from nature such as fresh flowers that the animal is connected with. Each day you can meditate there or offer a prayer for the animal.
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Metaphors and similes are the most instantaneous way available to us for creating an imaginative effect. It’s no accident that this is a frequent device in poetry. However, it’s also a highly creative way of looking at the world in general; it can enrich your perceptions and your conversation. Look out for similarities and express them to yourself or others. You might imagine that a thought is like a cloud, or a smile is like a promise, or a kiss is like a butterfly, landing on your lips and then taking off again. Make metaphor an essential part of your perceptions.
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There are many things in nature that we are uncomfortable with, such as bugs and nasty weather. There are unpleasant things that you cannot control, just like inside. Perhaps you are trying to sit outside in the sun and you get bitten by a horsefly. You are at a pumpkin patch in the fall and yellow jackets are preventing you from enjoying your picnic. You want to walk around the city to look at the Christmas decorations, but the biting wind is taking all the fun out of it. It’s good to examine your reactions to these types of outdoor irritations. If you can observe how you feel during these times, you begin to sense the impermanence involved in the annoyances and irritations. And you can practice letting go of your feelings of hatred, dislike, or upset, being in the moment just as it is. This is a very difficult but worthwhile practice to explore. When you can recognize that what is happening is not personal, is going to change, and that your expectations are factoring into your suffering, you can learn a valuable lesson that will be one of the most important you can absorb.
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Meditate on a wooden table’s history. Imagine it as a tiny seed, then as a young sapling, then a mature, stoic tree. See its felling, its processing. Imagine a carpenter constructing the table with tender loving care. Give thanks to the wooden table now that it serves a purpose for you.
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For centuries the gods were thought to be cloud-dwellers, and heaven itself has been located in the sky. But to imagine spirituality as ethereal and remote is fundamentally mistaken. Your spirit combines all four elements. It has the fire of passion, and the purifying flames that burn off unwanted trappings of the ego. It has the fluidity of water, molding itself to circumstances. Like air, it is weightless, in the sense of being free of heavy burdens. And, lastly, it keeps its feet firmly on the ground. Earth is one of spirit’s elements, not its opposite.
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Go to a local park and swing on the swings.
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If you are mindful as you shovel snow, the experience can improve our health, safety, and overall well-being. Pay attention to the feeling of your boots walking on the snow. Be aware of any ice that may cause you to slip. Pay attention to the snowfall. Newly fallen snow is lighter than heavily packed or partially melted snow. Notice your body. Are you cold? Pick up the shovel. Space your hands out. As you prepare to lift the snow, stand with your feet about shoulder-width apart to maintain balance. Bend at the knees, not the waist or back. Lift with your legs. Notice the tightening of your stomach muscles as you lift. Exhale as you lift. Keep the shovel close to your body. Take your time. Pace yourself. Enjoy the quiet moment and continue removing the snow, one shovelful at a time. Focus your attention on your breath as it flows in and out of your body. Stay in touch with the different sensations of each inhale and exhale without looking for anything special to happen. No need to alter or change your breathing, just observe.
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Try taking impeccable care of something in nature for a week: a pet, a plant, a tree, your lawn. At the end of the week, notice if you feel closer to what you took care of. Making the connection that caring for something leads to caring about something can be an important insight on the spiritual path.
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Snow can disrupt, damage, and annoy, but in temperate regions it’s often a benign spectral visitor, transforming familiar landscapes. If you can, get out among it: go sledding, even if snow is still falling. As the old saying puts it, bad weather always looks worse through a window. After a good snowfall, it’s fun to recapture childhood by tobogganing, throwing snowballs, or lying down on your back in the snow and waving your arms across the surface to make a snow angel—a wonderfully pointless gesture, expressing sheer joy in the moment.
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