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           A Drop in the Ocean 
I'm a dweller on the threshold,

And I cross the burning ground.
Let me go down to the water,

Watch the great illusion drown.
Van MorrisonH  UMANS HAVE ALWAYS HAD AN

affinity for large bodies of water. When our 
species first emerged from the forests of 
Africa, we tended to follow rivers and stay 
close to lakes and the ocean, feasting on the 
abundant fish and other sea life.
   Even now, the bulk of humanity lives near 
the shoreline, not only for ease of trade but 
simply because people instinctively like 
being near water and the sea. (Nothing 
brings children more delight than building 
sand castles on the beach, or just splashing 
through puddles of rain on a city street.)
   Even our bodies attest to our ancient 
aquatic origins, consisting of about 60% 
water by weight—2/3 of it within our cells.

   It’s no surprise, then, that we conjure up 
images of the ocean when thinking about 
ways of being in the world, or that water 
plays a role in many spiritual traditions—
from Christianity’s baptism in water to 
Buddhism’s frequent use of water as a 
metaphor for various stages of Realization.
   One familiar analogy in the Non-dual 
tradition (common to both Buddhism and 
Hinduism) is ‘The Water and the Wave.’
   Imagine you are standing on a beach, 
looking out at a turbulent sea. From outward 
appearances, waves appear to move along 
the surface of the water, crest as they near, 
crash upon the shoreline and disappear. 
   In reality, of course, we know that actually 
a wave of energy is moving through the 
water, creating the illusion of separate 
waves at the surface, which are subject to a 
rising and a falling, a beginning and an end.



   In either case, the metaphor explains, we 
mistake ourselves for the wave rather than 
the water—for small, detached, indivdual 
and temporary entities, rather than a part of 
an almost infinitely greater ocean below.
   Identifying with the wave, our life is 
constantly moving up and down, propelled 
by the wind, tossed about in frequent storms, 
and subject to the vagaries of the weather. 
   As the wave, we may be afraid or angry to 
experience such a brief lifetime here, 
separated and distinct from all the other 
waves around us, and ultimately destined to 
be dashed against the shore and disappear.   
   But all this loneliness, fear, and anxiety 
disappears the moment we get back in touch 
with our true nature, which is the water.  
   Being one with the ocean, life becomes 
much calmer, and we are free to experience 
the depths of our own being, free to travel 
with the deeper currents that move far 
beneath the surface. In time, we find that 
our inner peace is no longer so dependent 
on the weather—on circumstances and the 
outer world of constantly changing forms.
   Actually, of course, there is no separate 
‘wave’ and ‘water.’  There is only water, 
in constant movement and transformation,
evaporating into clouds and returning to 
the sea as rain in an endless cycle. 
   Likewise, there are no ‘selves,’ only ‘Self,’ 
disguised in a myriad of different forms, as 
well as the ultimate source of all forms. 
(As the Sufi poet Rumi wrote: “We are the 
sweet, cold water and the jar that pours.”)
   There is only ‘you’ appearing to yourself 
as separate characters, moving together 
through the ocean of life. (Another great 
Sufi mystic poet, Kabir, wrote, “Every drop 
is an ocean unto itself. All know that the 
drop merges into the ocean, but few know 
that the ocean merges into the drop.”)

  Caught up in ignorance and fear, many 
people today resemble not so much water as 
icebergs floating on the surface of the ocean, 
feeling separate and unaware of their fluid, 
inner nature. What we call ‘enlightenment’ 
is nothing more than seeing that we are 
neither a block of ice nor a bucket of water 
in the ocean. We are the ocean itself.     
   There is really nothing we need do to 
experience this realization. There is nothing 
that will get a fish closer to water by 
swimming, nor can it ever get away from it.
   Meditation practices—mindful breathing, 
disindentifying with thoughts and feelings, 
maintaining a deep awareness of our body
—all these can help prepare the ground, but 
understanding will come naturally as we 
simply let go of our attachments and illusions. 
Allowing our identity and self-image to fall 
away, we are left with a profound awareness 
of the unity that underlies all material things.
   Paradoxically, there is no one who needs 
to’get’ this, because ‘getting it’ is simply 
the end of the illusion that there is some-
thing to ‘get’ and someone there to ‘get’ it. 
All we need do is to see what already is.
   Likewise, there is no need to fear losing 
one’s individuality or personality within the 
ocean. They remain present, just no longer 
covering up and submerging our true nature. 
   Relaxing our grip—no longer trying to 
grasp water in our hand—our anxieties, 
fears, and loneliness gradually subside, 
and we are free to experience a more 
joyful, natural way of being in the world. 
No longer a mere wave, like the ocean 
itself, we are ‘waving,’ not drowning. 
   “Late, by myself, in the boat of myself, 
no light and no land anywhere, cloud cover 
thick. I try to stay just above the surface, 
yet I’m already under and living within 
the ocean.” - Rumi ◾


