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                Castles in the Sky 
When you are free of the world, 
you can do something about it. 

Nisargadatta

OF ALL THE ASPECTS OF NON-DUAL
 traditions like Zen Buddhism or Advaita, 
perhaps none is so misunderstood as the 
concept of non-action, best expressed by the 
Taoist term wu wei (literally, no action).
  Often taken as an invitation to follow a life 
of self-centered equanimity and blissful 
tranquillity, indifferent to the mundane 
troubles and concerns of the material world,  
non-action really means nothing of the sort.
   It’s true that in lieu of endlessly chasing 
after diversions and temporary satisfactions,
a person inclined toward a less frantic and 
more contemplative life might cheerfully 
invert the old admonition, “Don’t just sit 
there—do something!” with the unruffled 
reply, “Don’t just do something—sit there!”

                                                                   Konrad Paruch

   Indeed, it isn’t difficult to point toward 
unnecessary and often mindless doing as the 
ultimate source of much, if not all, of the 
world’s troubles. And certainly it never hurts 
to take a step back in the midst life’s storms 
and find a calm harbor from which to more 
carefully craft an appropriate response.
   But non-action isn’t meant as a prescription 
for apathy or passivity. On the contrary, 
action is the aim, but well-considered action 
rather than hasty and ill-considered reaction.
   Let’s face it: In the modern world, we are 
always busy. We have important things to do. 
Nobody can explain quite why, but almost 
everyone accepts that it is imperative to stay 
active, to keep running, even if it often seems 
we are sprinting on an endless treadmill. 
   There are families to be raised, chores to 
be done, projects to be completed, wealth 
and love to be pursued, and fun to be had. 



   All our running affords us little time to 
stop and simply be, idle time that we don’t 
out of habit quickly rush to fill with yet 
another activity, obligation, or distraction.
   And yet, in the midst of such habitual 
busyness, a contemplative person will 
aways be drawn back to questioning the 
purpose of all this ceaseless activity, and to 
ask himself what is really of significance 
and value in his daily life and experience. 
    These odd moments of spiritual attention 
are the best time to bring about meaningful 
changes in our lives. (Paradoxically, out of 
nothing can come anything, since ‘nothing’ 
is ultimately the source of ‘everything.’)
  To practice non-action in this manner 
doesn’t mean abandoning our dreams or 
aspirations. On the contrary, only by getting 
in touch with our deepest inner nature will 
we  discover what those aspirations and 
dreams truly are, and find the resources and 
will to follow them fearlessly, manifesting 
them with greater ease, joy, and freedom.
   There are people in the world who may 
not seem to do a great deal, but whose 
presence is crucial to all of our well-being. 
   Thich Nhat Hanh cites the example of a 
small boat caught in a storm: “If everyone 
panics, there is a high chance they will do 
the wrong thing and the boat will capsize. 
But if just one single person can remain 
calm, they will inspire others to remain calm. 
That person doesn’t actually do anything. 
What they contribute above all is their 
calmness and the quality of their being.”
   Very often we find that unmindful 
attempts to resolve our difficulties by doing 
only results in making the situation worse. 
Perhaps it would be wise then to do as 
Thich Nhat Hanh suggests, and examine the 
foundation upon which all of our actions 
ultimately rest: our quality of being.

   Our quality of being determines our 
quality of doing. Being still and practicing 
mindfulness can bring about an entirely new 
dimension of being. We can still be very 
active, but by grounding our actions in 
calmness and compassion, every action will 
come from love and understanding rather 
than from fear and ignorance.
   This is the kind of action that the world 
sorely needs. If we can do this regularly and 
habitually, we will be of great help not only 
to ourselves but to everyone around us.
   There is nothing passive or timid in this 
kind of  ‘not-doing.’ It is an alert, mental 
and physical preparedness, a wholehearted 
welcoming of life just as it unfolds.
   When we see a child in danger, we don’t 
stop to think, “Should I pull her out of 
harm’s way?”… We just do it, instinctively. 
Wouldn’t it be liberating to make all our 
decisions with such ease and certitude, 
meeting all of life’s challenges and problems 
with similar spontaneity and equanimity?
   Non-action perfectly encompasses the dual 
concerns of thoughtful people: how to carry 
on serenely among the demands of daily 
life, and how to overcome the world and all 
its ignorance, suffering, and endless striving.
   Society informs us that these twin goals are 
incompatible, but non-action reveals them to 
be complementary and mutually reinforcing. 
One who has mastered the art of non-action 
gazes upon castles in the sky, and returns to 
chopping wood and carrying water.
   Sometimes, not doing anything is the best 
thing we can possibly do. The more we see 
clearly there is nothing that needs to be done, 
the more we can see that which needs doing. 
   As the immortal Taoist philosopher Lao 
Tzu wrote, “Less and less is done, until only 
non-action remains. Nothing is done, yet 
nothing is left undone.” ◾


