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True Nature 
 
True nature – the expression crops up again and again in Eastern philosophy, most especially in the 
writings of Taoists and Zen Buddhists. In their lexicon, for something to be ‘true’, it acts in natural 
harmony with the universe. ‘Nature’ lives this as a matter-of-course, by simply existing in concert 
with time, yielding like seaweed to the current wherever and however it may flow. The principle of wu 
wei – literally ‘non-ado’ – speaks to this philosophical perspective. Its manifestation as wei wu wei is 
thus doing through non-doing, action through non-action. Here, from the Tao Teh Ching: 
 
Tao never makes any ado,  
And yet it does everything …  
All things will grow of themselves …  
When the desires of men are curbed, there will be peace,  
And the world will settle down of its own accord … 
(Lao Tzu 2006, p.83) 
 
The eminent Zen monk Shunryu Suzuki explains it this way: ‘‘Something which comes out of 
nothingness is naturalness, like a seed or plant coming out of the ground. The seed has no idea of 
being some particular plant, but it has its own form and is in perfect harmony with the ground, with its 
surroundings. As it grows, in the course of time it expresses its nature … For a plant or stone to be 
natural is no problem. But for us there is some problem … To be natural is something which we must 
work on’ (Suzuki 2011, p.97). 
 
True nature – something 
which cannot help but be 
expressed by the natural 
world, yet both Lao Tzu and 
Suzuki agree it is a challenge 
for humankind. Why? 
Because of the ego’s nafs, the 
desire for selfish ends to be 
met at the expense of others’ 
needs; the iron will which 
stays rooted in base 
conditioning rather than 
committed to the expression 
of a truly shared or higher 
purpose. We speak of such purpose with words like ‘altruistic’ or ‘humanitarian’, but as Thomas Berry 
so eloquently points out, our Whole Earth is a ‘communion of subjects’. Compassion, care and respect 
should extend to all fellow beings in this grand beautiful experiment – physical and non-. Our aim, 
therefore, should be to think and act as ‘Gaiatarians’.  
 
Many would argue against this proposition on the basis of evolutionary biology, that survival of the 
fittest presumes selfish behaviour by each creatural ‘circle-of-one’. But such thinking leaves out an 
important point – that said evolution has included consciousness, a consciousness with the potential to 
move humankind beyond the attainment of base needs, one which – paradoxically – would return us 
most fully to our roots in the Ground of Being. Living our true nature requires nothing more or less 
than our capacity to love; each of us is sparked with the Unity of Being, and love our connective 
thread to each other form of sentience in creation.  
 
In fact, one day we may find that survival of the fittest could evolve further – in future to be solely 
determined by the extent of our loving relations, how far we selflessly extend our individual ‘circles-
of-one’ to include others. ‘The foreigner is within me, hence we are all foreigners. If I am a foreigner, 
there are no foreigners’ (Kristeva 1991, p.192). Buddha’s enlightenment during the Axial Age, that at 
the centre of all things is love, and all things are the same thing, could finally become commonplace 
in human thought and action. Love our shared ‘soul-food’, love the tie that binds one to the other to 

 



Text & Images Copyright Anne Gambling, PhD © 2015; accessed from www.nestedfishes.org    Page 2 of 7 
NB: An underlined word refers the reader to another nestedfishes text, glossary definition or bibliographic reference 

the other without end. It has already been two and a half thousand years since Buddha pronounced this 
truth. How many more will it take to become entrenched in the very marrow of our lives. Opening 
fully the door of our heart to the ‘foreigner’, both within and without, would take us far beyond the 
limited borders of this lifetime’s skin – in time, in space. Living the way of love could be a natural 
matter-of-course for our species, but are we up to the challenge? 
 
Vertical and horizontal thinking 
 
The question is: What stops us from expressing our true nature if it is so natural and, indeed, so true? 
Lao Tzu claims it is because of selfish desires, the ego’s nafs holding sway at each fork in the road. 
Suzuki acknowledges it is something humankind needs to work on unlike a plant or stone which is, by 
nature, intimately in touch with its beingness as well as in symbiotic relation to all others around. If 
the natural world, by nature, is clear demonstration of the premise that ‘no man is an island, entire of 
itself’, then why can’t humanity for whom John Donne penned such words, function similarly? 
 
David Spangler is a spiritual philosopher who has considered this question, and his notions of vertical 
and horizontal thinking offer a suggested response: ‘Ever since our distant ancestors dropped out of 
the trees and stood upright on the vast plains of Africa, we have been oriented around a vertical axis’ 
(Spangler 2014, No.91). Regardless of circumstance, he holds that we have tended to privilege vertical 
thinking over horizontal from that time on, citing examples as disparate as socio-economic status, 
psychological vernacular (‘I’m up today,’ for happy; the converse for sad) or the link between 
dimensions of our spiritual nature (higher and lower self). Even the study of archaeology is a case in 
point, being vertically taught, thought and experienced. The further back in time, the further down in 
space we drill to find clues to our evolution, whether biological, cultural or spiritual. 
 
Spangler concludes that humankind needs 
to radically alter this predominance to 
think vertically in order to embrace a 
Whole Earth, or Gaian, perspective which, 
by contrast, is encountered horizontally. 
He argues that this cannot simply be a 
symbolic gesture, but backed by practical 
and relevant actions: ‘At the very least, we 
need to learn the language of ecology so 
that we can properly engage the 
environmental challenges such as climate 
change that threaten us’ (ibid.). In short, 
we need to work in concert with the Earth, 
thinking and acting as a single Gaiatarian 
choir voiced by all forms of sentience – 
physical and non- – in order for our planet 
to be a healthy and vibrant community for 
countless generations to come.  
 
Of course, this is systems-thinking by another name – that which James Lovelock or Gregory Bateson 
espoused in their work. And it is no accident that such theories came out of these scientists’ 
observations of the natural world – true nature enacting, matter-of-factually, the interconnectedness of 
all life, living an interdisciplinary or matrix reality rather than retreating into the silo-mentality so 
abhorred in bureaucratic institutions. The notion of ‘interdependent co-arising’ in Buddhism describes 
the phenomenon likewise. Without the right causes and conditions across myriad planes, none of us 
would be here at all to enjoin the miracle of life. Thich Nhat Hanh cites the example of a table:  
 
‘For a table to exist, we need wood, a carpenter, time, skilfulness, and many other causes. And each of 
these causes needs other causes to be. The wood needs the forest, the sunshine, the rain, and so on. 
The carpenter needs his parents, breakfast, fresh air, and so on. And each of those things, in turn, has 
to be brought about by other causes and conditions. If we continue to look in this way, we'll see that 
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nothing has been left out. Everything in the cosmos has come together to bring us this table. Looking 
deeply at the sunshine, the leaves of the tree, and the clouds, we can see the table. The one can be seen 
in the all, and the all can be seen in the one’ (Nhat Hanh 1999, p221-222.). 
 
The unassailable fact documented by Nhat Hanh is that everyone and everything is interconnected on 
a single horizontal plane of consistency, a rhizome whose root system extends ad finitum, whose lines 
of flight extend from storage tubers in any and all directions, overspilling ‘boundaries’ which do not, 
in fact, exist but are illusions constructed to assist our sense-making of the world. However, unless 
humankind learns to self-dissolve such illusions and more wisely use its consciousness to horizontally 
engage with a world already horizontally engaging with itself, we may find that we are the species left 
out of a future Gaian holism. It is something I explored years ago in a short story, The Canvas of 
Innocence, a meeting between a university-level ecology student and her 90-year-old great 
grandmother in the wake of the 2006 documentary An Inconvenient Truth: 

 
We start to talk about life at Yale. I haven’t seen her since orientation. ‘I’ll only come down on 
weekends if I can car pool,’ she says. Sharing emissions, that’s how she calls it. Orientation 
was a wonderful experience, apparently. ‘Cool,’ is how she describes it. ‘Awesome.’ Three 
weeks of cool and awesome. Now that would be something to see. ‘You know, Granny, we just 
went out into the forest. And had to listen to the trees. Our orientation was to learn to respect 
the earth. That’s the frame of mind we need to enter the program. Isn’t that cool? Isn’t that 
awesome?’ 
 
She continues to chatter. About what she’s learning. About the environment. What makes it tick. 
And what doesn’t. The whole class went to see the documentary about Mr Al Gore. ‘Do you 
remember him, Granny?’ she asks. ‘He was the Vice-President to Bill Clinton back in the 90s.’ 
 
‘Oh yes,’ I say, ‘I remember.’ (I’d read a review in the paper and seen a picture of him in front 
of the world.) ‘He’s put on a lot of weight,’ I say. 
 
‘Yes, but he’s telling everyone about global warming. And about what’s going to happen if we 
don’t sort it out.’ 
 
‘Well he’d better look after his own health,’ I interject, ‘otherwise he won’t be around to tell too 
many more people.’ 
 
She’s not listening. ‘If we don’t quit all this bigger is better stuff, and keep sucking up oil like 
it’s water, we’re history,’ she declaims. ‘In America, we’re the worst … did you know,’ she fixes 
me with unblinking eyes, ‘the way we live today, using up all the world’s resources, we’d need 
three planets?’ 
 
‘Maybe Arnold Schwarzenegger should sell his Hummer,’ I propose. 
 
‘We don’t have three planets!’ She fizzes like bicarb of soda in a pudding mix. 
  
Things aren’t so simple, I want to tell her. Living simply so others can simply live. Black and 
white dissolve into a spectrum of greys once you start looking deeper. Who decides right from 
wrong, truth from fiction? Who says what is a need, a want, a selfish desire? Who says enough 
is enough?  
 
‘If there’s no planet, there’s no us!’ she protests. 
 
‘No,’ I disagree. ‘This old planet will survive. It’ll take a lot more than our bumbling around to 
destroy Mother Earth – but maybe humankind won’t be around to see it.’ 
 

Essentially, what ‘Granny’ is contemplating is true nature writ large. Who decides? she asks herself. 
The point of true nature is that no one or nothing decides – all is interdependent co-arising which 
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humankind’s desire to decide (aka control) translates into our ‘bumbling around’, a ‘bumbling’ which 
continues unabated as various actors enter various protracted debates about how to right the wrongs of 
past actors on local or global stages. Further, said debates are often, despairingly, seen solely from a 
human (aka species-selfish) perspective, the ego’s nafs refracted in the arrogance of a collective 
consciousness perpetually focused on ‘development’.  
 
Here, from an opinion piece which synchronistically floated under my nose as the first draft of this 
essay stewed away in my mind: ‘In making its epic journey from hippiedom and protest to mainstream 
respectability, has environmentalism lost its soul?’ asks Harry Eyres. He notes that far from protecting 
nature’s wild integrity, the rhetoric as much as the action these days is about managing what is left of 
nature ‘on behalf of the Earth’s dominant species’, and quotes an essay by Paul Kingsnorth which 
compares neo-environmentalism to neoconservatism.  
 
Kingsnorth’s evidence is readily supplied by the following neo-green-speak spouting from the pen of, 
amongst others, the chief scientist of the Nature Conservancy: ‘Instead of pursuing the protection of 
biodiversity for biodiversity’s sake, a new conservation should seek to enhance those natural systems 
that benefit the widest number of people … Conservation will measure its achievement in large part 
by its relevance to people’ (Kingsnorth 2013, p.7). How sad, how tragically, continuously know-it-all, 
how hyper-rational and compassion-less is this statement. Like Eyres, I am cut to the quick by such an 
anthropocentric back-to-the-future approach, inclusive of the quasi-religious fervour of science (and 
measurement) ever being our saviour. And for ‘our’, read ‘human’ – full stop. 
 
Yet there are members of our species who reject the notion of the world as a collection of objects 
existing purely to satisfy ‘our’ needs, who instead recognise the whole as a ‘communion of subjects’ 
of which we too are a participant member with no more unassailable rights than any other, and as 
equally interdependent. Eyres quotes from the great John Muir: ‘We are now in the mountains, and 
they are now in us’, noting that Muir’s vision of nature did not derive from its capacity for 
(quantifiable) production but of ‘a deeper, spiritual good … fusing man and nature’ (ibid.).  
 
Meanwhile, Gregory Bateson holds that we need to re-affirm our ‘membership in what we may call 
the ecological tautology, the eternal verities of life and environment’ (Bateson 1979, p.209), in so 
doing to recognise that there are things ‘with which thou shalt not tinker’ (Bateson in Charlton 2008, 
p.170). Bateson died well before neo-environmentalism became mainstream, yet his words are, if 
possible, even more canary-in-the-coal-mind-ish now than when they were penned in 1970 about the 
mainstream conservatism of the time:  
 
‘As you arrogate all mind to yourself, you will see the world around you as mindless and therefore not 
entitled to moral or ethical consideration. The environment will seem to be yours to exploit. Your 
survival unit will be you and your folks or conspecifics against the environment of other social units, 
other races and the brutes and vegetables. If this is your estimate of your relation to nature and you 
have an advanced technology, your likelihood of survival will be that of a snowball in hell. You will 
die either of the toxic by-products of your own hate, or simply of over-population and overgrazing. 
The raw materials of the world are finite … the whole of our thinking … has got to be restructured. 
This is not funny, and I do not know how long we have to do it in’ (Bateson 2000, p.468). 
 
Perhaps neo-environmentalists with their so-called geo-engineered salves for Gaia’s wounds should 
renew their commitment to the precautionary principle as well as the UN’s World Charter for Nature? 
 
‘Nature is the language of God’  
 
Emerson held this. True nature, its essence abiding as a matter-of-course in the natural environment, is 
clearly reflected in the shining eyes of an innocent child encountering the wonders of the world for the 
first time. Yet as ee cummings wrote: Down they forgot as up they grew. On the march to adulthood, 
wonder and beauty and ‘biodiversity for biodiversity’s sake’ is something we more than tend to forget 
if our ‘conspecifics’ does not extend to the All That Is. For Gaia to self-heal, the transformative power 
of love must be lived on a planetary scale. Instead of further ‘tinkering’, a ‘communion of subjects’ 



Text & Images Copyright Anne Gambling, PhD © 2015; accessed from www.nestedfishes.org    Page 5 of 7 
NB: An underlined word refers the reader to another nestedfishes text, glossary definition or bibliographic reference 

would rather connect to the primal energies of love, such would fuel a truly shared purpose as 
Gaiatarians.  
 
For Bateson, this means linking ‘self and other and also self plus other, and (using) this recognition to 
assert the value of the relationship as well as the value of self and other (Bateson 1987, p.192) – a case 
of I see you in my lexicon. Bateson’s ecology of mind, ‘immanent in the total interconnected social 
system and planetary ecology’ (Bateson 2000, p.467), speaks to this proposition, of which Spangler’s 
call to adopt horizontal-thinking as part of a Whole Earth mindset is its complement.  
 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful to embrace such an holistic approach – to partner and collaborate with each 
other and nature – with as much zeal as we have hitherto applied to the longer-than era of vertical-
think? ‘All is one. In seeing the whole of the living world as a systemic nesting of minds within minds 
within minds, (Bateson) restore(s) to us the awareness of unity that three hundred years of reductionist 
science have concealed’ (Charlton 2008, p.39). Head-knowing must be tempered by heart-knowing, 
for heart-knowing is rooted in love. By privileging head-knowing as we ‘grew up’ – collectively, 
individually – the wisdom of the heart was, by and large, forgotten. Let us therefore listen to nature to 
help us re-connect with the true nature of our own selves; only then will we understand what it is to be 
‘in the mountains’ with John Muir … 
 
Lessons from a snail 
 
Several years ago I traversed an Otherworld landscape while ruminating about being at one with the 
natural world, quite unexpectedly stumbling upon a sun-soaked grassy meadow filled with snails. 
There I found life being lived far beyond the limitations of my miniscule worldview. Bending low to 
observe their activity, I watched how one such snail climbed a blade of grass. Over and over, up and 
down, up and down. Each time, I thought: That’s not possible; it’d be too heavy! My mind would try 
to ‘see’ a gravitationally-logical ‘reality’ – the blade of grass bent-double, the snail less than vertical in 
its progress, but over and over, the image repeated itself. This snail, like all other snails in the 
meadow, was making its way slowly, steadily, 
effortlessly up single wispy blade of grass, a 
solitary blade of grass which remained aloft, 
unbowed by a single snail’s actions.  
 
As I watched, words formed: True nature. 
Indeed, the blade of grass was following its 
true nature – to stand tall, upright – just as the 
snail was following its – to climb. The lesson 
was about perception. Not just my perception 
(in trying to make the image ‘fit’ to what I 
thought I should be seeing) but also the 
perception of the snail itself. It didn’t think of 
itself as ‘snail’, or as something separate from 
‘grass’. This was not a case of one separate 
entity encountering another but both being 
one-and-the-same in shared space.  
 
The boundaries between Bateson’s ‘self’ and ‘other’ had blurred, were in fact non-existent. The snail 
and the blade of grass were so seamless in their reciprocal recognition that neither remarked where one 
ended or the other began. True nature guided each’s individual behaviour as well as their collective 
undertaking, their energies merging to achieve a single common purpose. And intriguingly, this 
activity was facilitated by their not-doing – wei wu wei. Simply by being themselves, by following 
their own natures (a snail to climb, a blade of grass to stand tall), they could share a moment of 
complete oneness and (supposedly!) gravitational impossibility.  
 
Suddenly I understood how this extended to any and all expressions of sentience in the landscape – 
true nature expressed in, of and with everything. I literally saw the snail merge with the blade of grass 
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as well as with sunlight, breeze, dewdrop, on and on throughout the entire meadow. Everywhere I 
looked, true nature was being enacted; each remained itself yet seamlessly, simultaneously, it was co-
existent, a part of the all. 
 
From witness to participant 
 
The snail’s lesson was akin to ‘book-learning’. Over time, however, I would find myself 
spontaneously experiencing such events; far from gravity-defying, but ‘horizontal’, nevertheless, as 
Spangler describes.  
 
For example, it occurs occasionally in meditation when I feel myself melt, no longer conscious of any 
border between me and the surrounding space. This manifests as an expansionary sense of 
interconnectivity with everything I hear – bird calls, traffic sounds, silent snow. None privileged over 
an other; all are ‘companions’ on the way. It also occurs out-in-the-world when I feel myself extend 
into that which is beyond ‘me’. Where, then, is ‘my’ boundary with the ‘world’? A nonsense question 
according to Gregory Bateson: ‘Suppose I am a blind man, and I use a stick. I go tap, tap, tap. Where 
do I start? Is my mental system bounded at the handle of the stick? Is it bounded by my skin? Does it 
start halfway up the stick? Does it start at the tip of the stick? But these are nonsense questions. The 
stick is a pathway along which transforms of difference are being transmitted’ (Bateson 2000, p.465). 
 
For me, such ‘transforms of difference’ tend to manifest as a desire to spontaneously hug (for want of 
a better word) various aspects of my immediate and, sometimes, not so immediate environment. In 
sustainability-speak (an old stamping ground of mine), one could describe same as an extreme form of 
stakeholder outreach. No longer an observer, no longer distant or separate from the ‘object’ of my 
contemplation, I actively participate in Berry’s communion of subjects as simply another horizontal 
expression of All That Is, one where the ‘I’ of ‘me’ becomes a redundant (and constricting) construct. 
In this respect, Sun is my brother as surely as Worm my sister, or fledgling Oak on the back verandah 
my child; all of us sharing in a single familial Self greater than the sum of our parts – that of 
wonderful precious Gaia.  
 
At such moments, Bateson’s ecology of mind morphs from abstraction to experiential reality without 
‘thought’ even entering the equation. My felt-sense is akin to a sudden shedding of outer shell and 
simultaneous expansion of inner self; my soul seems to burst beyond the arbitrary boundaries set by 
skin to touch and be touched, hug and be hugged, kiss and be kissed by the world.  
 
Joy – soul manifesting its joy to be, to be here, incarnated in this extraordinary world; the felt-sense of 
such joy one of the unexpected delights of self-naughting, mirroring joy a task enthusiastically 
engaged. Joy – the only word I can find to describe what precipitates as well as what results from such 
a sensorily outwith experience, one which can only be, paradoxically, effected through these selfsame 
bodily senses. Indeed, I literally feel all five working overtime to make ‘sense’ of their hijacking by a 
soul intent on expressing its true nature to love the world, to melt into and commune with it – heart to 
subjective heart … 
 
Lee Irwin offers an expression – mergence – for an experience of the world as an increasingly 
expansive interactive sphere of becoming: ‘Our ability to discover patterns of emergence, of shared 
correspondences, of the magical links and ley lines threaded through all worlds and conditions, opens 
the horizons of knowledge to an increasingly greater spectrum of possibility (and …) can lead to 
increasing insight and empathy with all worlds and beings (where …) each individual contributes to 
the whole’ (Irwin 1996, p.182-3).  
 
Two butterflies dance – 
their love spiralling up-up. 
Unending, this sky … 
 
Such is the joy of mergence. 
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The Koan of the Master 
 
Once, I sat in meditation 
contemplating whether I 
should engage in some 
specific action aligned with 
my underlying purpose. In the 
stillness, Mr1300BC suddenly 
arrived. Words formed: You 
cannot know. A brief pause 
before he offered: You cannot 
not know. By revealing its 
twin to the light of my 
ambivalence, each response 
dissolved in the face of the 
other to leave emptiness and 
wu wei in their wake.  
 
Whatever choice we make in a given situation, the action (or not) will still play itself out in the 
universe if it is meant to be. A case of: Que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be – as Doris Day made 
famous in song. Let it be and it will be. True nature reveals itself when all else is stripped away, 
naturally, of itself, of its own accord, no longer needed or desired. For true nature is soul-pure; it 
relaxes every ego-muscle in our mind, and in so doing opens us to the clarity of what our soul ever-
knows and has ever-known to be true. Circular, I know, where, like TS Eliot: ‘We … arrive where we 
started, and know the place for the first time’ (Eliot 1944, p.43). 
 
You cannot know, you cannot not know. 
 
This koan-like teaching could just as easily have been transposed to the snail: You cannot climb, you 
cannot not climb. Or the grass: You cannot bend, you cannot not bend. To follow one’s own true 
nature means that even though you cannot act, you cannot not act. In the moment of my 
contemplation, it had the effect of returning me to the source of my enquiry – the ethical obligation 
and loving intent which underpins all decisions. There, the choice is clear. In point of fact, it’s a no-
choice. Although I have no way of knowing the outcome of any particular action in the grand scheme 
of the universe, simultaneously I cannot not know, because love propels me to act. Living one’s true 
nature – to love – is its own reward, no matter what happens. Love sends us out into the world and 
into the deepest part of our own being at the same time – its echo as pure as the mirror is polished: 
 
‘We are the world. The world is you and me, the world is not separate from you and me. We have 
created this world … The world is you, and you are the world. Realizing that fundamentally, deeply, 
not romantically, not intellectually but actually, then we see that our problem is a global problem. … 
So you and I are the problem, and not the world, because the world is the projection of ourselves, and 
to understand the world we must understand ourselves. That world is not separate from us; we are the 
world, and our problems are the world's problems … It is love alone that leads to right action. What 
brings order in the world is to love and let love do what it will’ (Krishnamurti, undated and timeless). 
 
Lone fisher fishing, 
with wings stiff-strung to the breeze 
of a rising tide. 
 
A snail climbs a blade of grass in the Otherworld, an osprey surfs the sky waves of this one, and a 
haiku freezes the image-moment in text. True nature enacted in each instance, love fuelling their 
worldwork as surely as a heliotrope busy at prayer. Thank you, Krishnamurti. Once the true nature of 
our existence is seen and acknowledged, drawn up and out of the symbolic universe to be lived by 
humanity moment-by-unfolding-moment, we shall find Lao Tzu’s prophesy come to pass. Then we 
shall find that nothing is beyond our reach. Even peace.  

 


