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I’mnotawallpaperkindofperson,but
one of our rooms is coveredwith wallpa-
per with a leaf design. The pattern has
faded over the years, but leaves are still
visible. I noticed a beetle crawling up the
wall. I didn’t think much of it, until I ob-
served that the beetle seemed to be fol-
lowing the leaf pattern, climbing along
the design as if it was a growing plant.
Amused, I wondered if this was a lesson
fromnature.
Payingattention inthefaceofsomany

distractions, youneed to train yourself to
see what is overlooked. This takes time
andeffort,withawillingnesstoimprovea
senseofsightthatmaybeunder-appreci-
ated. It’s possible to experience a strange
feeling that somemight call “spirituality,”
while others might call it intuition or – a
“heightened sense.”
Naturalist John Muir was climbing a

mountainside in the Sierra Nevada and
found himself stuck spread-eagled on a
rock face. He couldn’t see where tomove
his hands or feet. “I must fall,” he rea-
soned.Yet,thiswasn’tallaboutreason,or
physical strength. Once he began to re-
signhimself to fate, itwasas if his senses
were suddenly supercharged. He de-
scribed feeling “possessed of a new
sense,” and spotted handholds and foot-
holds topull himself to the topof the cliff.
Though Muir was a religious person, he
didn’t believe this was supernatural in
any way. It was simply evidence of the
abilityofthebodyandmindtodoextraor-
dinary things.
InthebiblicalBookofDaniel,KingBel-

shazzar, son of Nebuchadnezzar, held a
banquetduringwhichsomethingstrange
happened. “The fingers of a humanhand
appeared andwrote on the plaster of the
wall.” Everyone was frightened, so the
king summoned the wisest people in his
court. None could read what was on the
wall. The queen knew someone who
mighthelp.Daniel,aJewishexileinBaby-
lon, “was found to have a keenmind and
knowledge and understanding.” As a
prophet of Israel, Daniel spoke boldly to

theking—hisworshipofthegodsofsilver
and gold were nothing before the God of
Israel. ThenDaniel translated thewords:
“Godhasnumberedthedaysofyourreign
and brought it to an end. You have been
weighed on the scales and found want-
ing.Yourkingdomisdividedandgiven to
theMedes andPersians.”
Though these words were a clear

threat to the king, he honored Daniel,
gave him gold, and clothed him in royal
robes.Nevertheless, “thatverynightBel-
shazzar, king of the Babylonians, was
slain, and Darius theMede took over the
kingdom.”
This istheoriginofthephrase,“See(or

read) the writing on the wall.” Straight
from the Book of Daniel, the meaning is
clear: a person is able to read a message
and its meaning. Maybe a supernatural
scribble from a god, or maybe a lesson
learned from close observation of the
natural world. Either way, it leaves the
impression we sometimes need wise in-
terpreters of life’smysteries.
John Muir once wrote that in order to

see things from a new perspective we
mightneed to “regard it fromanewpoint
ofview,orfromtheoldonewithourheads

upside down” (Alaska journal, 1890). To
seesomethingdifferentlywemayhaveto
try something very different than we’re
used to. If we don’t understand some-
thing, we consider it from another angle.
This applies to viewsof faith aswell.
I was listening to a podcast where a

minister who served as a pastor for over
30 years was explaining why he left the
church and his faith. He said he once be-
lieved many experiences were “miracu-
lous”and supernatural, but came tohave
adifferentsense,fromanewperspective.
Now, as a nonbeliever, he’s still the same
loving, compassionate person. He just
foundawaytoclimbupandaway,asMuir
might say, possessedof anewsense.
Perhaps when we see “the writing on

the wall” it could be interpreted through
serious thinking, impelledby curiosity to
closely investigate the matter. An odd or
unexplained experience may wake us to
somethingwe’veneverthoughtofbefore.
Uponreflection,wecouldlearnthelesson
of the beetle: not every leaf is as it ap-
pears;andawall isnotaliveor life-giving.
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I
recently returned from leading an educational program in Thailand focusing on how Buddhists prac-

tice the religion in their day-to-day lives. The participants – Buddhist practitioners fromNorth Amer-

ica and Europe – wanted to deepen their understanding and practice of the religion. hManyWestern
Buddhists’practices center onmeditation.As a scholar of contemporaryThai Buddhism, I have taught

many students and adults in the U.S. who have a similar understanding. h Althoughmeditation can be very
important tomanypractitioners, as I show inmy2023book, “LivingTheravada,”Buddhism

ismore thanan intellectual tradition focusedon themind. In countrieswithamajority

Buddhist population, suchasThailand,Buddhist practice involves rituals, offerings

to monks and visits to temples, among others traditions.
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