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Walking Meditation: Moving into Stillness
Debbi Murphy

“Walk as if you are kissing the Earth with your feet.”
~ Thich Nhat Hanh, Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life

Walking Meditation (Kinhin), a Zen Buddhist & Taoist practice, is a great way to
transform an activity we do everyday into a deeply healing, nourishing and
transformative tool for awakening. When we practice walking meditation, each step of
our journey becomes the destination, becomes peace and joy.

How does Walking Meditation differ from
other forms of meditation?

Let’s begin with a definition of what
meditation is and look at how Walking
Meditation fits into that. Thich Nhat Hanh
describes meditation as “We are in deeper
contact with reality, free of words and
concepts.” He doesn’t mention position of
the body or it’s action.

In the Yoga Sutras, Patanjali describes the
7th limb, Dhyana, Meditation as “immersion
into the present.” It is beyond withdrawal of
the senses (Pratyahara) or concentration
(Dharana). Again, the exact physical position
is not mentioned.

Other definitions of meditation also do not include body position. Erich Schiffmann
says, “Meditation is the experience in first person the connection of oneself & God”,
The Mayo Clinic says, “Meditation is Mindfulness which is a conscious effort to be
completely present”. Sally Kempton says “Daily meditation is an opportunity to check in
regularly with the peace behind the mind, and, as you practice it, the mind becomes
more focused, manageable, calm and creative”.

So according to these, and many other definitions, meditation
can involve movement.

But there are some differences between walking meditation and sitting meditation.
Most obvious is that we most often need to keep our eyes open during walking
meditation. We are not withdrawing our attention from the outside world to the same
extent that we do in other practices. But one of the biggest differences is that it’s
easier, for most people, to be more intensely and more easily aware of their bodies
while doing walking meditation, compared to sitting forms of practice. When your body
is in motion, it is generally easier to be aware of it compared to when you are sitting
still. This can make walking meditation an intense experience. Walking meditation is
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meditation in action. When we do walking meditation, we are using the physical,
mental, and emotional experiences of walking as the basis of developing greater
awareness. Walking meditation is an excellent way of developing our ability to take
awareness into our ordinary lives. Any able-bodied person under normal circumstances
does at least some walking everyday — 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 anytime you’re walking. Once we have learned
how to do walking meditation, each spell of walking can be used as a meditation
practice.

Time Required: Like any meditation practice, it’s important to allow for the three
steps....preparation (getting in), absorption (being in) and the transition out. It’s easy to
give less attention to the first and last step, but they are important.

Process: There is a logical sequence to the practice which is rooted in a traditional
formulation called “the four foundations of mindfulness.” These are four levels of
experience in which we can anchor our minds. The stages are: our physical sensations,
our feelings, our mental and emotional states, and objects of consciousness. These
four foundations give us a way of breaking down a very complex experience so that we
can focus on one aspect at a time. These aren’t stages that we work through one at a
time, like we do with the development of lovingkindness practice. Instead they are
simply a tool to help us appreciate our experience. However because each foundation
is more subtle than those preceding it, we’ll work through them in order.

Here's How:

1. You can practice walking meditation any time that you are walking. At first,
however, it's useful to set aside a particular time for it -- say, first thing in the
morning, or during your lunch break, or right before bed at night. Then make a
commitment to practice at this particular time every day, or every other day, for
at least ten minutes.

2. To begin, stand with your spine upright and your shoulders relaxed, letting your
arms hang naturally by your sides. Enjoy a couple of long, slow and deep
breaths. As you exhale, let go of any unnecessary tension, smile gently, and let
your attention flow deep into your belly, hips, legs and feet. Feel your connection
to the earth. Allow your awareness to be with your body and the sensation of
breathing. Feel the sensation of your feet on the ground, and notice how it feels
when you shift your weight from one foot to the other.

3.  Now begin walking. Go at a relaxed, fairly slow pace. Pay attention to the
sensations in your body as you move from standing to moving. Notice how your
body feels in great detail as you walk. The entire body is involved in the act...
from the soles of your feet to your crown. Gradually scan all parts of your body,
ankles, heels, shins, etc and as you do, allow that part of your body to relax.
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4. You can scan your body randomly, moving your awareness from place to place
or systematically scan your whole body going from the soles of your feet. The
important thing is awareness of the body’s sensation. When you notice it’s
drifted off, gently come back.

5. Notice the rhythm of your walking. You might choose to accompany it with your
breathing rhythm or with a mantra. You can add listening for a variation.

6. Ending the practice: When you begin to end the practice by coming to a natural
and comfortable stop, notice what happens. It can be a very powerful
experience to simply stand once more. Compare this experience with the
standing that you did at the start of the practice. Notice the sensations from all
parts of your body. Notice your feelings, emotions, and thoughts. Notice the
world around you and find a point of balance between your awareness of the
inner and outer worlds. Most people report a huge increase in physical
sensitivity, often with sensations of tingling energy. Often this is accompanied by
a sense of joy, happiness, or even bliss. Be sure to give yourself a few moment
to assimilate the effects of the practice before moving on to another activity. If
you immediately rush off to do something else you may find that the effect is
rather jarring. As you move into your day, maintain some continuity, so that
there’s still a meditative attitude in what you do. Try to take the greater degree of
awareness that you have gained into whatever activity you do next. Even if you
don’t make any conscious effort to continue being mindful beyond your session,
you’ll probably find that you’re just a bit more “together” and a bit more patience
and calm than you would normally be.

Walking meditation and the practice of lovingkindness

It was a traditional practice at the time of the Buddha for monks and nuns to practice
the Development of Loving-kindness (metta bhavana)meditation as they walked
around. They would do this while walking through town, begging food. They’d
radiate well-wishing in every direction as they walked along the streets and
through the marketplace. Monks would also radiate Lovingkindness towards
wild animals as they walked through the forests and jungles. India at that time
was heavily forested, and attacks by snakes and other wild animals were
common. It was considered that this practice was a good protection against
shake attacks! Then you can keep your focus on your emotions or on your
heart-center, and wish everyone well. You can imagine that you have a sun in
your heart, and that you are radiating warmth and light in every direction as you
walk. Or you can repeat the phrase “May all beings be well, may all beings be
happy, may all beings be free from suffering.” You can adapt the practice of
walking metta bhavana to activities such as riding a bus or train, or driving a car.
Rather than have your mind spacing out, you can direct thoughts of loving
kindness toward your fellow passengers and to other drivers, pedestrians, etc.
This kind of activity can powerfully enrich our emotional experience and leave us
feeling much happier. Rather than idly daydream, and have nothing to show for
it, we can find ourselves more at peace with the world and ourselves.
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In beauty may | walk...

In beauty may | walk.
All day long may | walk.

Through the returning seasons
may | walk.

Beautifully will | possess again.
Beautifully birds . . .
Beautifully joyful birds

On the trail marked with pollen
may | walk.

With grasshoppers about my
feet may | walk.

With dew about my feet may |
walk.

With beauty may | walk.

With beauty before me, may |
walk.

With beauty behind me, may |
walk.

With beauty above me, may | walk.

With beauty below me, may | walk.
With beauty all around me, may | walk.

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

It is finished in beauty.

It is finished in beauty.

A Navajo Indian Prayer of the Second Day of the Night Chant (anonymous)
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