IN BEAUTY MAY I WALK: WALKING MEDITATION

Uit: Bodhipaksa (2003) Wildmind: A Step by Step Guide to Meditation.

What is walking meditation? 
Walking meditation is a form of meditation in action. In walking meditation we use the experience of walking as our focus. We become mindful of our experience while walking, and keep our awareness involved with the experience as best we can. There are several different kinds of walking meditation. We'lI just be looking at one of them in detail, although we'll touch on the others. Once you've mastered one form, you'll easily be able to pick up the others. 

Obviously, there are differences between walking meditation and sitting meditation. For one thing we keep our eyes open ! It would be rather unwise not to do so. That difference implies others. In walking meditation we are not withdrawing our attention from the outside world in the same way as we do when we are doing the Mindfulness of Breathing or Metta Bhavana. We have to be aware of things outside ourselves (objects we might trip over, other people we might walk into) and there are many other things outside ourselves that we will be more aware of than when we are doing sitting meditation - especially if we sit indoors such as the wind, sun, and rain, and the sounds of nature and other people, and general human activity. 

But one of the biggest differences is that it's easier for many people to be more intensely and more easily aware of their bodies during walking meditation, as compared to sitting meditation (especially when it's a led walking meditation). It is generally easier to be aware of your body when it is in motion than when you are sitting still. This can make walking

 meditation an intense experience of mindfulness. You can experience your body very intensely, and also find intense enjoyment in this practice. 

The form of walking meditation we’ll be introducing here is best done outdoors. For your first attempt, you might want to find a park or open space where you will be able to walk for twenty minutes without encountering traffic. 

How to do the practice 

To give you an idea what this involves, you might want to read this transcript, which represents the kind of thing I generally say when leading walking meditation. 

Walking meditation transcript 

To begin this period of walking meditation, first of all, let's simply stand. Just stand on the spot, being aware of your weight being transferred through the soles of your feet into the earth; being aware of all the subtle movements that go on in order to keep you balanced and upright. We very of ten take this for granted our ability to be able to stand upright. But actually it took us a couple of years to learn how to do this. So just be aware of the constant, complex adjustments that you're making in order to maintain your balance. 

And then you can begin to walk at a fairly slow but normal walking pace, and in a normal manner. You're not going to be changing the way that you walk; you're simply going to be aware of what happens when you walk. 

So first of all, keeping your attention in the soles of your feet ... being aware of the alternating patterns of contact and release ... being aware of your foot as the heel first makes contact, as the foot rolls forward on to the ball, and then lifts and travels through the air. 

Be aware of all the different sensations in your feet, not just the contact on the soles of your feet but also the contact between the toes, the feeling of the inside of your shoes, the fabric of your socks; and Iet your feet be as relaxed as possible. 

Becoming aware of your ankles ... noticing the qualities of the sensations in those joints - as your foot is on the ground, as your foot travels through the air, and letting your ankle joints be relaxed. Letting go, making sure you're not holding on in anyway. 

You can become aware of your lower legs - your shins. your calves. Noticing the contact with your clothing ... being aware of the temperature on your skin. You can be aware of the muscles... and noticing what the calf muscles are doing as you're walking. You might even want to exaggerate for a few steps what the calf muscles are doing, just so that you can connect with that. And then let your walking go back to a normal relaxed rhythm ... encouraging your calf muscles to relax ... and then becoming aware of your knees - not icing the qualities of the sensations in your knee joints. 

Then expanding your awareness into your thighs ... being aware of the skin - again the contact with your clothing - the temperature ... being aware of the muscles... and noticing what the muscles on the fronts of the thighs, and the muscles on the backs of the thighs, are doing. And once more you might want for a few paces just to exaggerate what those muscles are doing - exaggerate the action of those muscles... and then letting your walk go back to a normal rhythm. 

Become aware of your hips - the muscles around your hip joints and relaxing those muscles. Really relaxing. Even when you think you've relaxed - relaxing them some more.... And just noticing how that changes your walk. Notice how the rhythm and the gait of your walk change as your hips relax. 

You can be aware of the whole of your pelvis - and notice all of the movements that are going on in your pelvis. and hip moves forward and then the other; one hip lifting, the other sinking. And you can be aware of the complex three-dimensional shape that your pelvis is carving out through space as you walk forwards. 

The lowest part of your spine - your sacrum - is embedded in the pelvis. So as you fee I your spine extending upwards - the lumbar spine, the thoracic spine - you can notice how it moves along with the pelvis. Your spine is in constant motion. It's swaying from side to side. There is a twisting motion around the central axis. Your spine is in constant, sinuous, sensuous motion. 

Noticing your belly - you may feel your clothing in contact with your belly - and noticing how your belly is the cent re of your body. Very of ten it feels like it's 'down there' because we are so much in our heads. So see to what extent you can feel your belly is the centre of your body, in the cent re of your being. 

Noticing your chest, just Iet your breathing happen naturally. Noticing the contact your chest makes with your clothing.... Noticing your shoulders. Notice how they are moving with the rhythm of your walking. Notice how your belly, chest, and shoulders move with your breathing. Often our breathing naturally falls into a rhythm that matches our walking. You probably find that you take a certain number of paces per breath. There is no right or wrong number of paces per breath, so just notice what your particular pattern is. 

Letting your shoulders be relaxed ... and letting your shoulders passively transmit the rhythm of your walk down into your arms, having your arms simply hanging by your sides and swinging naturally. There are all the motions in your arms - your upper arms, your elbows, your forearms, your wrists, your hands.... And feeling the air coursing over the skin on your hands and fingers as your arms swing through the air. 

Becoming aware of your neck - and the muscles supporting your skull.... Noticing the angle of your head, and notice that as you relax the muscles on the back of your neck, your chin slightly tucks in and your skull comes to a point of balance. And you might want to play around with the angle of your head and see how that changes your experience. You may notice that when you tuck your chin close in to your chest, your experience be, comes darker and more emotional- very inward turned, somber. And if you lift your chin and hold it in the air you may notice that your experience becomes much lighter - that you become much more aware of the outside world and perhaps caught up in the outside world, or much more aware of your thoughts and caught up in your thoughts.... And then bringing your head back to point of balance, your chin slightly tucked in. 

Relaxing your jaw, relaxing your eyes ... and just letting your eye: be softly focused, gently resting, looking ahead, not staring a anything, not allowing yourself to be caught up in anything! That’s going past you. Letting the world drift by your eyes. 

You can be aware of the feelings that you're having not in term of actual emotions, but just the feeling tone. Are there thing that feel pleasant? Are there things that feel unpleasant - either in your body, or outside of you? And as you notice things in your body that are pleasant or unpleasant, just notice them. Don't either cling on to them or push them away, but just notice them. If you notice things in the outside world that are either pleasant or unpleasant, just allow them to drift by - just noticing them and letting them drift by without following them with your eyes or averting your gaze from them. 

'I often find that if I can be aware of both the inner world and the outer world in equal balance, my mind settles at a point of stillness. and calmness, and clarity.'

You can notice your emotional states. Are you bored? Are you content? Are you irritated? Are you feeling very happy to be doing what you're doing? Again just noticing whatever emotions happen to be present, not getting caught up in them but letting them pass through your mind like clouds through a clear blue sky. And noticing your mind as well. Is your mind clear, or dull? Is your mind busy, or is it calm? Are you thinking about things unconnected with this practice - or do whatever thoughts you have centred on what you're doing just now? Just notice these things with no particular judgement - just noticing, and letting go of your thoughts as they arise. 

And you can notice the balance between your experience of the inner and the outer worlds. I of ten find that it I can be aware of both the inner world and the outer world in equal balance, my mind settles at a point of stillness, and calmness, and clarity. So see it you can find that point of balance, where you're equally aware of the inner and the outer, and your mind is calm, content, and quiet. 

You can keep walking for a while, and when you're doing that you may want to keep your awareness centered in some part of your body. There's a point just two inches below your navel that's perfect for this. That spot is called the hara in Japanese, and it's regarded as being the physical and spiritual centre of the body. So you might want to keep your awareness there and to experience everything else - the rest of your body, your thoughts, feelings, and emotions, and your experience of the world - in relation to the hara. This will help you to stay grounded and focused while doing the practice. 

So in a few seconds I'm going to ask you to stop. And I'd like you to come to a natural halt, so you're not freezing on the spot, you're just allowing yourself to come to a natural, comfortable, balanced stop. So do that now: come to a stop. And just experience yourself standing. Just notice what it's like to no longer be in motion. Notice once more the complex balancing act that's going on to keep you upright, feeling once again the weight travelling down through the soles of your feet into the earth, simply standing, and experiencing yourself, and finally bringing this meditation session to a close. 

Why walking meditation? 

Some students have a sneaking suspicion that walking meditation is not really meditation at all, or that it's perhaps a sort of watered-down meditation. These suspicions are completely unfounded, and are probably based on the misconception that in order to meditate you have to be sitting still. This is probably a very similar misconception to the idea that you can only really meditate properly in the full lotus posture. Both misconceptions are trying to define meditation in terms of what is happening outwardly, rather than in terms of what you are doing internally. Remember that meditation is a process of developing greater awareness so that we can make changes to our consciousness, become more deeply fulfilled, and have a greater understanding of life. Meditation is an internal process, and it's perfectly possible to meditate while engaged in activities such as walking. (There is, however, a need to keep up regular sitting meditation. It's possible in sitting meditation to cultivate states of concentration and bliss that are simply not available while you are engaged in extern al activities.) 

Walking meditation is meditation in action. During walking meditation we are using the physical, mental, and emotional experiences of walking as the basis for developing greater awareness. 

Walking meditation is an excellent way to develop our ability to take awareness into our ordinary lives. Any able-bodied person under normal circumstances does at least some walking every day, even if it's just walking from the house to the car, and the car to the office. Walking meditation is an excellent way to squeeze more meditation into the day - you can do it any time you're walking. Once we have learned how to do walking meditation, each spell of walking - however short - can be used as a meditation practice. 

The great thing about walking meditation is that you can do it any time - even in a big city. In fact it's especially good (even necessary) to do it in a big city, with all the distractions of people and noise, and shop windows trying to catch your attention. When I used to walk through the city centre in Glasgow, I of ten used to practice this meditation. At first it would be very difficult to keep my awareness involved with my walking. Shop window displays and advertisements would beckon me, and my eyes would involuntarily flick to the side as if afraid of missing something. Attractive people would walk by, dressed in their most eye-catching clothes, and my neck would yearn to turn to squeeze every last moment of enjoyment out of the experience of seeing them. But I soon began to feel increasingly comfortable with my eyes directed forward, and I realized there was a kind of battle going on. Advertisers and shop window designers we re trying to capture some of my awareness, and I was trying to hold on to it. When I began to realize that I was winning the battIe, I would feel a surge of joy and confidence. 

I then began to realize that the normal state of distractedness in which I would walk down a busy street was deeply unsatisfactory. When your attention is constantly seeking satisfaction outside of yourself - through glancing at consumer goods or attractive passers-by - your internal experience becomes fragmented, as if you're leaving parts of yourself strewn along the city streets. In this state of fragmentation, it is even harder to find sources of fulfillment within. This leads to a vicious cycle in which we feel increasingly hollow and fragmented as we seek fulfillment outside ourselves. In the consumerist mentality there is an implicit understanding that the only place we are able to find satisfaction is outside of ourselves, whereas from the Buddhist point of view satisfaction comes primarily from within. 

"When your attention is constantly seeking satisfaction outside of yourself - through glancing at consumer goods or attractive passers-by - your internal experience becomes fragmented, as if you're leaving parts of yourself strewn along the city streets.'"

Practicing walking meditation is a way of defragmenting our minds. One of the literal meanings of the word sati (usually translated mindfulness) is 'recollection'. In practicing mindfulness we are 're-collecting' the fragmented parts of our psyches and reintegrating them into a whole. As we become more whole, we become more contented and more fulfilled. This is one of the main aims and benefits of the practice of mindfulness. 

You can also set aside special periods for walking meditation. Making the practice your own in this way allows you more flexibility. You can then do walking meditation for two minutes while walking from one room to another, or you can practice walking meditation for several hours during a hike. 

You can even adapt the principles of walking meditation so that you practice mindful running. Some of my students have found that being in the moment helps them Iet go of unhelpful emotional states while running. One student recounted the following: 

'Mindfulness helps me deal with fatigue. By noticing and relaxing my arms and shoulders and observing my breath, I can con serve energy and run more smoothly. I find my mind is on the running rather than negative self-talk: a constant enemy of marathon runners and similar maniacs.' 

It's also possible to do a cycling meditation. Although the defensive attitude required in traffic can make it hard to be relaxed as well as alert, you can still practice being in the moment and Iet go of any irritation towards other road users. Swimming can also be an excellent meditation practice, especially early in the morning. A friend of mine who is paraplegic does a 'walking meditation' in his wheelchair. Once you make the meditation your own, it becomes a very flexible and useful tool.  

Four areas of mindfulness

Unlike the other practices described in this book, walking meditation has no defined stages, but there is a logical sequence to the practice as I teach it here, and this sequence is rooted in a traditional formulation of mindfulness.

These are the four areas of experience in which we can anchor our minds to prevent them frombeining fragmented and strewn around like leaves torn from a traa in an autum gale. The four areas are our bodies, our feelings, our emotional and mental states, and objects of consiousness.

Mindfulness of the body 

We begin by becoming aware of our bodies - the first foundation of mindfulness. It’s useful to begin any meditation session (whether seated or walking) by paying attention to your body - in particular to those parts that are in contact with the ground. This helps to stabilize and ground the mind, making it calmer and less likely to wander. It's like lowering an anchor to prevent a ship drifting on the tide. 

So in this meditation I usually start by becoming aware of my feet - first standing, then walking. Then I lead my awareness systematically through my body, relaxing each part of my body as I bring it to the centre of my focus. 

Mindfulness of feelings 

The word 'feeling' has a special meaning in Buddhist meditation. In everyday speech, we use the word to refer to a number of different levels of experience. We might say, for example, that we feel cold. Here we are referring to a physical sensation. We might also say we feel angry - here referring to an emotion. We sometimes even refer to thoughts as feelings, for example, if we say 'I feel he's up to no good.' In the specific Buddhist sense we mean none of these things. 

The word 'feeling' (vedana in Pali) refers to a basic sense of comfort/discomfort, or pleasure/displeasure. (If you're not sure whether you like or dislike the object that they are associated with, feelings can also be neutral.) Feelings are gut-level responses that are less developed than emotions like anger, or love, or joy, or despondency. Can you see the difference? 

Feelings are passive, while emotions are active. Feelings like pleasure or pain are closely tied to sensations, and arise automatically. In any given moment, you either find a particular sensation pleasurable or you don't. Emotions are active responses to feelings and perceptions. We may think our emotions arise automatically, but that, according to Buddhism, is a delusion. We may sometimes emote habitually and with unawareness, but the emotions we produce are our active response to situations in which we find ourselves. 

Feelings stand between sensations and emotions. For example, you turn up in the office one day and find that a co-worker is using a particularly pungent perfume that you don't like. There is the sensation - the smell - of the perfume itself. Then there is a gut-level response that you don't like this particular smell! (that's the feeling), and then there is a variety of emotions you might 

experience in response to that feeling, such as anger, compassion, or perhaps smugness (knowing that you would never be 50 tasteless). And of course our actions arise on the basis of emotions. We express our emotions in actions or words. 
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We probably experience feelings in relation to every sensation we perceive, whether visual, auditory, tactile, or whatever. Colours each have their own particular feeling tone. There are sounds we enjoy hearing (our favourite music) and some that we dislike (of ten someone else's favourite music). There are also odours and tastes that we involuntarily like or dislike. And physical contact can be pleasant or unpleasant too, of course. The same sensation can produce different feelings depending on the context. Our spirits might soar at the sight of fresh snow on our day off, but feel miserable about it if we have to drive to work. 

When we are doing walking meditation, there will! be feelings associated with our bodies, from a niggling pain to a pleasant feeling of relaxation. There will also be feelings associated with things that we see, and hear, and withal! The other sensory modalities we experience - including imagined scenes and sensations that arise in our thoughts. 

In paying attention to feelings, the important thing is simply to notice them without either clinging to them or pushing them away. When we are unaware, it is very common for our minds to start grasping after experiences associated with pleasant feelings. Take our example of walking past shop window displays. The shopkeeper has arranged goods and advertisements in the window in the hope that it will give rise to pleasant feelings. This isn't simply in order to make your life more pleasant but in the hope that the emotion of desire will cause you to stop and look, and even to enter the shop and make a purchase. 

Not all experiences are pleasant of course. It is also common for our minds to reject experiences associated with unpleasant feelings. So you might as in another example above, feel anger or irritation when you encounter feelings of dislike that arise on the basis of certain sensations (perhaps on hearing some music that you dislike). 

"The feeling of living in the gap is a feeling of freedom not the exultation that (comes from being set free ... but a quieter 1 surer sense of being able to watch - confidently and without being judgemental - our being unfold."

In practising mindfulness, we're trying to be more aware of how our experience moves from sensation, to feeling, to emotion, so that we have more choice over what emotions we experience. Of course, the aim is to cultivate positive emotions and to eradicate negative emotions. The gap that I have talked about - in which we have choice about our response - actually lies between feelings and emotions, which is why I have been emphasizing the importance of being aware of feelings and how they give rise to emotions. 

This gap between feeling and emotional response is actually more complex than a simple pause. By the time we have started to have a feeling based on one set of perceptions, we have already begun to have new perceptions that lead to yet more feelings. 50 we actually have a near constant torrent of feelings, one following hard on the heels of another; and at the same time, those feelings are flowing into emotional responses. If we are practising mindfulness, we notice not simply a gap between feeling and emotion, but an endless stream of gaps following on from an equally endless torrent of feelings. As soon as we step into mindfulness, we step into that stream of gaps and experience the wealth of choice that the gap brings. 

Sometimes, of course, the torrent of feelings is too strong and our legs are swept from beneath us, leading back to that common state of unawareness in which our habitual emotional states play themselves out without the moderating effect of our inner wisdom, our conscience, and our sense of where we want to go in life. 50 initially, for most of us most of the time, our experience of living in the gap is sporadic - we're not able to sustain our mindfulness against the fast-flowing stream of feelings as they rush into emotional responses and then, further downstream, into actions. But with practice our mindfulness develops more strength. By repeatedly re-entering the stream, we learn to keep our footing, to live in the gap in a more sustained way. Choice becomes more constantly available and we are more easily able to live on the basis of wisdom and kindness. 

The feeling of living in the gap is a feeling of freedom - not the exultation that comes from being set free (although that might initially be there) but a quieter, surer sense of being able to watch - confidently and without being judgemental- our being unfold. Living in the gap brings confidence, since we have an awareness of the power we have to shape our own destinies. We are actively engaging in shaping our personalities, but with such a gentle touch that it is more like play than work. We are able to withhold the stark judgements that we normally use to label our experiences. We are able to face what is less skilful, less desirable, in ourselves without feeling the need to recoil from it, or to try to conceal it, or to deny it by seeing it only in others. Similarly, we are able to recognize what is wholesome in ourselves without pride and without elation. We simply observe, and act with that light touch that redirects our energies in a more positive direction. 

To sum up, in walking meditation we try simply to notice what feelings arise, without letting our consciousness stray unmindfully into habitual negative emotional patterns such as craving or ill will, or into excitement or despondency. 

Mindfulness of emotional and mental states 

The third foundation of mindfulness is awareness of our emotional and mental states. In Buddhism, the word citta (often translated 'mind') comprises both heart and mind. It refers both to mental processes and to emotional processes. So here we're becoming aware of our emotions, and of our state of mind. So as you're walking along, you can be aware of the emotions you're experiencing. These will almost certainly change throughout the course of a single period of walking meditation. A particular meditator might start off experiencing boredom, become slightly irritated as she wonders what this practice is about, start developing curiosity and interest as she begins to notice her body beginning to relax, and then start feeling intensely joyful as the practice becomes more and more fulfilling. Then the approach of a large dog might cause some anxiety, which might turn to relief as the dog passes. Then she might experience joy once more. Our emotional states of ten change very rapidly. 

The quality of your mental states might also change. Your mind might be bright or dull. You might start off sluggish and then notice that your mind becomes more alert and interested. Or it might happen the other way round, with a burst of enthusiastic clarity as you start the practice, with your mind becoming duller as habitual responses come into play. Your mind might be focused or scattered. You might notice that you have a lot of thoughts at one time, and that your mind is very calm another time.

In our day-to-day lives it's very common for us to be quite unaware of our current experience. We are lost in thoughts about the past or the future. Being mindful helps us to be in the moment. In being aware of our emotional and mental states during walking meditation, we maintain this practice of being in the moment. By filling our mind with the richness of the experience of walking, we leave less room for daydreaming and fantasy. Instead, we are deeply aware of our present experience, which becomes far more fulfilling than any daydream. 

Mindfulness of objects of consciousness 

In dealing with the fourth foundation of mindfulness, we are aware not just of the general state of our emotions and our minds, but also of the specific contents of our emotions and thoughts. In being aware of this foundation of mindfulness, we categorize our emotions and thoughts in various ways. At the very least, we can be aware of whether our thoughts and emotions are those we want to encourage or those we want to discourage. A planned second Wildmind book will help you to categorize your emotions and thoughts in terms of the hindrances and the meditation factors, which are ways of classifying our negative and positive states of mind. 

Why is this ability to categorize your emotional and mental states important? Well, the more skilfully you are able to do this, the more ability you will have to choose to alter your experience. An example might be useful: imagine someone comes up to you while you are working, and points out that your shoulders are ten se. You realize they're right, and that you hadn't been aware that your shoulders we re up round your ears. In fact, you now realize that your neck and other parts of your body are tense too and that you're emotionally tense and thinking in an unhelpful way about your work. 50 you relax your shoulders and neck, and you fee I more at ease, and you take a few minutes' break in order to unwind mentally and emotionally. You can now go back to your work without developing sore shoulders and a headache, at the same time maintaining a more balanced attitude. 

In this example, it is being able to recognize physical and emotional tension, and knowing that tension is something you don't want, that allows you to make a change in how you are acting. Also implicit in this example is that you were able to recognize the absence of the positive state of relaxa1ion, and knew what to do to bring it about (i.e., Iet go of the tension in your shoulders). 50 you had a model- a map of mental states - that allowed you to recognize that you weren't where you wanted to be. 

"Being aware of objects of consciousness is rather like knowing which plants are weeds and which you want to cultivate."

Once you become more practised in meditation, and have read more of this book, you’ll be able to recognize better which mental/ emotional states are undesirable, and which states you want to experience more of ten. You’ll also learn how to get rid of undesired mental/emotional states more effectively, and how to cultivate desired mental/emotional states more easily. 

An analogy for this process of recognizing and choosing among mental and emotional states is weeding a garden. When you are gardening you need to make decisions about which plants you wish to encourage and which you want to eliminate. Being aware of objects of consciousness is rather like knowing which plants are weeds and which you want to cultivate. This kind of knowledge comes with study, reflection, and experience. 

So in this walking meditation we start with the experience of our bodies, and then become aware of our feelings, and then our emotions, and then objects of consciousness. One thing I haven't mentioned in this sequence is our awareness of the outside world. Our awareness of the world is obviously dependent on our senses, which are part of our bodies. So you might think it would be best to focus on the outside world right at the beginning of the practice. However, I find it useful first of all to connect with my body, and only to focus on the outside world when I'm becoming aware of my feeling responses to what I perceive in my environment. Of course, I'm aware of the outside world for the whole of the period of the walking meditation (it would be dangerous not to be), but I only focus on the outside world once I have thoroughly grounded my awareness in my body, otherwise I'm likely to get distracted. 

Balancing the inner and outer 

Once I have been through the whole experience of my body, feelings, emotions, and objects of consciousness, I like to try to balance my awareness of the inner and the outer worlds. During walking meditation, there are some experiences that are purely internal (the sensations in your body, your emotions, and so on.) and there are some that relate to the outside world (you are seeing trees, and grass, and rocks; you are hearing the wind, and birds, and vehicles). 

It's possible to get lost in either internal experiences or external experiences: finding yourself caught up in the outside world and unaware of your inner world, or being lost in thought and scarcely responding to the outside world as you walk around on autopilot. However, I find that it is possible to have an awareness of both the inner and the outer worlds simultaneously, and that when I balance my awareness of inner and outer experiences my mind settles on a point of quiet, calm, lucid awareness. 

"I find that it is possible to have an awareness of bath the inner and the outer worlds simultaneously! And that when I balance my awareness of inner and outer experiences my mind settles on a point of quiet, calm lucid awareness."

One thing that will help you to establish a balanced awareness of the inner and outer is to pay very close attention to the angle of your head. When your chin is tucked too far towards your chest, you are likely to get caught up in your emotional states. It's as if you get sucked into a whirlpool of emotions, of ten of a rather dark and brooding nature. When your chin is too high, you are likely either to get caught up in a maelstrom of excited thoughts, or to get very caught up in the outside world. When you find a balance, so that your chin is very slightly tucked in, it's much easier to be aware of your body, your thoughts, and your emotions, and to be aware of the outside world, in quite a balanced way. 

At this point of physical and perceptual balance, you'll notice that the muscles on the back of your neck are long and relaxed. Your skull is also balanced perfectly and effortlessly, with the crown of your head supporting the sky. The back of your neck feels open, and your chin is very slightly tucked in, with your head held level. Your gaze is directed slightly downwards, meeting the ground eight to twelve paces in front of you. 

There can come a point where the very distinction between inner and outer ceases to have much meaning, and there is simply undifferentiated experience. When this kind of experience arises, it's very joyful. It feels almost like a huge burden has been laid down - the burden of self. 

A little at a time 

There's a lot you can be aware of while doing walking meditation. If you have the companion CD to this book, listen to it the first few times, then try the practice without the support of the guided meditation. 

When you first start 'going solo' (doing walking meditation without an audio guide), or if you don't have the CD, you might want to keep the practice very simple - especially if you find you get distracted easily. You can start off just being aware of your body as you walk. You might spend most of your time being aware of just your feet. It's all right to do this, and to build up the practice slowly. Once you are better at keeping your awareness grounded in your body, you can start becoming aware of other elements of your experience, like feelings and emotions. When you can do that and remain mindful of the practice for most of the time, you can add the elements of mindfulness of objects of consciousness and balancing the awareness of inner and outer. 

From time to time you might want to come back to the guided meditation in order to remind yourself of aspects of your experience you've forgotten to notice. 

Making the practice your own 

Some of my students find they want to do the walking meditation slightly differently from the way it's outlined on the CD. Some want to spend longer being aware of their emotions, while others want to pay more attention to the world around them, especially in the countryside. Some want to repeat a phrase of affirmation, or bear in mind a Buddhist teaching such as impermanence as they walk. 

It's an excellent sign to want to adapt the practice in this way, and usually my advice is to make the practice your own. There are no set stages in this practice. You can do it in your own way. I would recommend always starting with awareness of your body, but you should make the practice yours and shape it to fit your needs. 

"There are no set stages in this practice. You can do it in your own way." 

Other students have adapted the walking meditation by applying it to running, cycling, skateboarding, playing rugby, and in-line skating. I'm always very pleased to hear how students have creatively applied the principles of meditation to other activities that are important to them. 

Two really interesting examples have been to do with hiking and rugby. In both cases, the students concerned have been in very demanding physical situations, when ordinarily they might have found themselves getting into negative states of mind. Hiking can be tough going, especially when the weather deteriorates and you are exhausted. One of my students related how she just kept letting go of negative thoughts on a particularly long and challenging hike, and chose instead simply to be aware of her physical experience. Her usual tendency would have been to wallow in self-pity as she puffed her way up a steep hill, but through practising mindfulness she managed to stay in a balanced and positive frame of mind, even though her body was aching. Consequently, the hike actually became enjoyable. 

My rugby-playing student talked about how by the last fifteen minutes of a match she would be physically exhausted and emotionally drained. Usually she'd think of nothing except how much she wanted the game to be over. But through practising being in the moment and simply being aware of her experience, she managed to enjoy finishing the matches - even when Iying in the mud with someone standing on her head! 

Walking meditation and the metta bhavana 

At the time of the Buddha it was traditional for monks and nuns to practise the development of loving-kindness as they walked around. They would do this while begging for food. They'd radiate well-wishing in every direction as they walked through the streets and market places. They would also radiate loving-kindness towards wild animals as they walked through the forests. India at that time was heavily forested, and attacks by snakes and other wild animals were common. This practice was considered a good protection against snakebite. 

Even if you're not at risk from cobras in your local park, you might still want to try practising radiating loving-kindness as you do walking meditation. It can be a lovely feeling to radiate love as you walk past people, and perhaps it has the same protective effect against large dogs that it has against tigers and snakes. 

You can start doing walking meditation in the usual way, deepening your awareness of your body, feelings, emotions, and objects of consciousness. Then you can keep your focus on your emotions or on your heart centre, and wish everyone well. You can imagine you have a sun in your heart and you are radiating warmth and light in every direction as you walk. Or you can repeat the phrase, 'May all beings be we’ll, may all beings be happy, may all beings be free from suffering.' 

This might be an appropriate point to talk about what you do if you're practising walking meditation and you see someone you know. My suggestion is that you deal with the situation as you feel appropriate. If it's possible, and appropriate, for you just to say 'hello' and keep on going, then do that. If it seems appropriate to stop and talk to them, you can interrupt the meditation, but try to bring the qualities of awareness that you have developed into your conversation. You might want just to stop for a moment and say something like, 'Hello! I'd really like to stop and talk, but I'm practising my walking meditation just now. Can I call you later?' 

On the one hand you have to watch out for rudeness through clinging to the idea that you are doing something so special that it can't be interrupted, that is to say, being precious about your meditation. On the other hand, we have to watch for using an encounter with another person to avoid the practice. Meditation challenges us in subtle ways, and sometimes part of your mind wilil look for a suitable distraction as an escape. ('Oh look, there's someone I vaguely know - let's stop and chat for half an hour about something completely trivial.') Sometimes also we act out of guilt: 'I have to stop and talk to this person because I feel guilty about spending time working on myself.' This is something we should work hard to overcome. 

"It can be a lovely feeling to radiate love as you walk past people."

If you do stop to talk to someone, and then resume your walking meditation, spend a few moments evaluating your motive for stopping. Perhaps there is something to learn. 

Other forms of walking meditation 

Thich Nhat Hanh style The Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh recommends a similar walking meditation. Become aware of your experience, and notice how the rhythms of your walking and your breathing synchronize. Then recite the following gatha, or verse, in time with the rhythm of your breathing. 

In 

Out 

Deep 

Slow 

Calm 

Ease 

Smile 

Release 

Present moment 

Wonderful moment 

The first word of each pair occurs on the in-breath, and the second occurs on the out-breath. These simple yet evocative words can help to cultivate the actual qualities they refer to. In a further elaboration of the practice, you can imagine that each of your footsteps leaves the imprint of a lotus flower on the earth, and that as you walk on a lotus flower grows from each footprint. 

In Buddhism. the lotus is a symbol of unfolding compassion, and by imagining this exercise you will help to cultivate, within your own heart, the endlessly unfolding flower of compassionate love. 

Indoors - group walking in a circle 

This form of walking meditation also comes from the Zen tradition. I first learned to do walking meditation in a group, indoors, while on retreat. We'd start with a short period of sitting meditation. After perhaps five minutes, the meditation leader would ring a bell and we would silently stand. On the second stroke of the bell we'd put our meditation cushions mindfully into the centre of the room and stand in a circle. facing clockwise around the room. On the third ring of the bell we'd begin to walk slowly, following the pace to the leader. 

This is the easiest way to teach walking meditation. Because everyone is in the same room. it's possible to give a few spoken instructions. At first the leader might guide people through the practice with a few words of explanation - drawing their attention to particular parts of their experience. Later, we walk in silence for thirty or forty minutes, then the leader rings a bell to bring us to a halt. In concluding the practice, we first of all just stand, experiencing what it is like to no longer be in motion. Then the leader rings the bell once more and we set up our meditation cushions and settle down for another five or ten minutes of sitting meditation - building on the mindfulness we've developed in the walking practice. 

This kind of walking meditation is of ten done between two longer periods of sitting meditation - perhaps forty to fifty minutes before and after the walking meditation. The walking meditation therefore acts as a way of stretching your legs between meditations and also allows you to maintain your meditation for a long time; possibly up to three hours. 

Slow walking to and fro 

Another form of walking meditation, from the Theravadin tradition of South-East Asia, can be carried out either indoors or outdoors. This form of walking meditation is performed very slowly, as you walk between two fixed points. It might take thirty seconds or more to lift one foot from the ground and set it down again. In this form of the meditation you pay exquisitely detailed attention to your experience as you walk - noticing every detail as you observe your body, your feelings, your mental and emotional states, and objects of consciousness. AII this is done, as in any form of walking meditation, whilst observing the breath. 

In Theravadin monasteries there is of ten a walkway for this very purpose, and you can set aside space or this in your own back garden. When you reach one end of the designated route - which might be as little as fifteen feet (five metres), or as long as you want, depending on the size of your garden - you stop, slowly turn around, and then continue walking. It might take several minutes to walk from one end of the walkway to the other. 

In some forms of this meditation, the walkway has symbols that evoke impermanence - I've heard of meditation walkways with a skeleton at one end, for example. You could adapt this principle and place any kind of meaningful symbol at either end of the walkway, for example, an image of a spiritual teacher, or simply a few flowers (a more attractive symbol of impermanence, as well as a symbol of the unfoldment of compassion). 

A bridge into your daily life 

Walking meditation can be a bridge helping you to take the mindfulness you are learning in your meditation into other activities in your daily life. As you learn to walk mindfully, you will see how you can apply the principles of the practice to everyday tasks like making and drinking a cup of tea. 

You can pay attention to the details you so of ten overlook - like the beauty of the vapour rising from the cup, the sensations in your arm as you lift the cup, the heat of the china against your lip, and even the taste. (You might have realized through doing the raisin experiment that you of ten eat and drink without really tasting.) 

"The practice of mindfulness immeasurably enriches our experience1 helping us to be more present - more fully conscious."
It's particularly useful to become mindful of activities that most of us normally don't enjoy - like cleaning the kitchen or bathroom. When we have a clean-up period at the end of a retreat, I of ten volunteer to clean the bathrooms. It's an excellent opportunity to pay attention to the four foundations of mindfulness. I can notice the movements in my body as I wield the toilet brush and be aware of my senses - what I'm seeing and smelling. I can pay attention to the feeling tone of my experience, noticing the unpleasant feelings from getting up close to other people's mess. I can pay particular attention to my mental and emotional states, making sure that I Iet go of any emotional reactions that arise, learning to be comfortable with the discomfort of unpleasant feelings. Of course I can also enjoy the pleasant feelings - it's a pleasure to watch a stained and grimy lavatory begin to shine. I can notice what I'm thinking about as well, and maintain a sense of whether the specific thoughts I am having are helping me to become content. I might start to become distracted and remember some petty resentment from earlier in the retreat. I might start to think that I'm special because I chose to do the dirtiest job. I can notice these thoughts arising and Iet go of them if they are unhelpful. 

You can be aware of the breadth of your experience in any activity - whether work or leisure. The practice of mindfulness immeasurably enriches our experience, helping us to be more present more fully conscious - and helping us to direct the flow of our thoughts and emotions in a more positive and fulfilling direction. 

In beauty may I walk 

In beauty may I walk. 

AII day long may I walk. 

Through the returning seasons may I walk. 

Beautifully will possess again. 

Beautifully birds ... 

Beautifully joyful birds 

On the trail marked with pollen may I walk. 

With grasshoppers about my feet may I walk. 

With dew about my feet may I walk. 

With beauty may I walk. 

With beauty before me, may I walk.. 

With beauty behind me, may I walk. 

With beauty above me, may I walk. 

With beauty below me, may, I walk. 

With beauty all around me, may I walk. 

In old age wandering on a trail of beauty, lively, may I walk. 

In old age wandering on a trail of beauty, living again, may I walk.

 It is finished in beauty. 

It is finished in beauty. 

A Navajo Prayer of the Second Day of the Night Chant 
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