GUIDED MEDITATION IN NATURE – SEEING WITH NEW EYES
Bobbi Allan, Stillness in Action Retreats

(This meditation has been written by me, based on others’ meditations sourced from now-forgotten places)

Introduction:
In our daily lives our brain decodes patterns of experience into concepts that in turn shape the nature of our perceptions.  Sensory data emerge up into our brain cortices’ lower levels and then are molded by secondary influences from the upper cortical layers.  The cortex seems to have an innate push to sort, select and sequence bits of data to make sense of what it is experiencing, moment by moment.  

The concept of self is one such molding influence of this sorting process.  Under ‘normal’ conditions we continue to see self as separate, as clearly defined.  But when these usual inputs and reinforcements of our top-down concepts are undone (as in meditation practice, or while being immersed in the natural world) we can begin to see more clearly that we all share a fundamental connection to each other, that we are all patterns of emergent life. 

The Buddha refers to the ‘delusion of the separate self’.  Albert Einstein calls this sense of separation an “optical delusion of human consciousness” that imprisons us.  He says “our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.”
We are born of nature.  We come into the world as sensory beings; the truth of our senses is not overlaid with stories and concepts.  Our most trustable truths are our immediate sensory experiences.  The time you will spend in nature during this retreat will help you return to the simplicity of sensory ways of thinking and relating with which you were born.  Engaging with our senses in nature is a very immediate way to connect with the truth of immediate experience.  
Preparation

Begin by walking around the environment in a relaxed and open way until some place or aspect of the natural world attracts you.  You may feel as though, by opening to following what attracts you, you are being ‘led’ to a place.  This is simply your intuitive senses coming more to the foreground than your ‘rational’ brain.

Engaging with the Senses

Once you have found 'your place' sit of stand or walk around slowly in that place.  Allow your senses to fully engage with the place.  

What can you feel - reach out and touch some things - do they feel soft or hard, sharp and spiky or smooth......or......?     How does you body respond to the different touches?  Is your sense of touch heightened if you close your eyes?  (Make sure it is safe to close your eyes.)
Look around - what colours can you see.....what shapes and patterns?  How does your body respond to each different thing you see?  

Listen - what sounds can you hear......are they high pitched or low, far or near, rhythmic or staccato, or......?  How does your body respond to each sound?  

What can you smell - how would you describe each scent?  How does your body respond to each different scent?
Is there anything in this place you can safely taste?  Be cautious - many plants are poisonous to humans - don't taste anything unless you are quite certain it is safe to put in your mouth.  If you do taste something, what sensations are there in your mouth, where in your mouth do you taste this particular taste....how does your body respond to it?

Remember that the oxygen you are breathing in is produced by the trees and plants around you, and that the carbon dioxide you are breathing out is being breathed in by the trees and plants.  Spend some time in the mutual flow of breath exchange.

Now begin to notice movement.  At first you might notice the movement of trees, bushes and grasses in the wind.  If you are near water, you will notice the movement of the water.  

Notice the changing patterns in those movements, the responsive to the wind, to the flow of water.

Now widen your awareness to include the shape of the landscape around you.  Notice the shape of hills, the indents of the gullies and creek beds.  They were not always this shape.  They have been moving, dancing with wind, water and sunlight for millennia - changing shapes and patterns in response to upheavals deep in the earth, to extremes of hot and cold, to the rise and fall of sea levels, to shifting weather patterns.  Probably where you are sitting now was once under water, or may have been part of a mountain range, or once covered in ice.

The shape of the land has been influencing the weather patterns and flow of water, which in turn determine where the trees will grow tallest and thickest, where the grass will be lush or sparse, where animals and humans will build their houses.

Bring your awareness back to the movement around you - the wind in the trees and grass, perhaps the flow of water.  Notice the movement of light, the shortening or lengthening of the shadows, or the changing light as clouds cross the sky.  You may also notice the movement of birds or insects or other animals.  Perhaps your clothes or hair are moving in the wind.  Notice movement inside yourself - your heartbeat, small movements of your body.  

Perhaps you may begin to make small deliberate movements, in response to the movements in and around you.  Perhaps you will find yourself dancing. 

Perhaps you will simply continue to sit still, dancing invisibly with life.
Playing with Perspective
Try playing with shifting your perspective.  Focus on an object at eye height, about five to ten meters in front of you – perhaps a tree trunk or a leaf.    For a minute or so, use a sharp focus so the object is in the foreground and other things are background.  Then shift focus so that the ‘background’ is the focus and the ‘object’ less important.  After a while, look around again with a ‘sharp focus’, honing in on specific things, as though you were ‘spotlighting’ them.  Then shift again, to a ‘soft focus’, getting an impression of the whole scene.

(You might consider what sort of ‘gaze’ one uses most in life and in meditation.    Gently recall something you experienced in one of your (indoor) sitting meditations.  Then consciously ask yourself “What else was happening? What else was around the edges, or in the back-ground?”  In meditation play with ‘sharp’ and ‘soft’ focus in exploring thoughts.  If you find yourself intently focused on a particular experience – you might gently enquire, “What else is happening?” Consider that when an experienced tracker is tracking an animal or plant they are mainly using soft focus.  Sharp focus and soft focus both have their place.  Experiment with both so you can skillfully use both.)

Big Sky Seeing – this works best if you have an expansive view to some distance
Let your gaze become very soft and somewhat unfocused.  Allow the edges of your vision to extend sideways, upward and downward, so that you are taking in as much of the scene around you as possible - as though you have vista-vision.  Remember to let the gaze be unfocused, the eyes soft and relaxed.

Now begin to imagine that conscious awareness is actually infusing and filling the entire area that you are seeing.  The space of pure, clear knowing has expanded in all directions to become as large as the expanse of your vision.

After holding that impression for a few minutes, begin to sense that conscious awareness also exists behind, above and beneath you, beyond the area of your vision.  Conscious awareness is now encompassing the space all around you.  Conscious awareness has become identical with that space, receiving and knowing all objects and phenomena that appear and disappear within its expanse.  

Within this space you can feel your body and breath, and be aware of thoughts or sounds - all of it arising in this big space of conscious awareness.  Any movement - inside you or outside of you - any sound - inside you or outside of you - is taking place within the Big Sky of mind.  Is there a distinction between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’?
The inner,

What is it?

If not intensified sky,

hurled through with birds

and deep with the winds of homecoming.






Rilke
PAGE  
2
Bobbi Allan, Stillness in Action, August 2007


