THE GURGLE

“Who am I?” asked the student.

“Who is it that asks?” the master answered.

There once was a young man who had a most important question. His question was so profound that only the wisest of answers would satisfy him.
He had been told that the wisest person in his land was an old woman who lived in a high mountain place far, far away. As this was a time before there were automobiles, nor did he own a horse, he would have to walk for several weeks to consult the wise old woman. 

The young man had also been told that there was no road leading to her home, which could be reached only by a steep, narrow and ever-winding footpath. Yet the prospect of a long walk and climb did not discourage him, because his question was so important that having its wisest answer was worth all the walking and climbing in the world.
And so he walked for many weeks and climbed for many days, until he reached the simple house where the old woman lived. She saw him approaching while he was still afar, and because she was so wise she knew at once that in addition to the bundle on his back he was also carrying the most important question that anyone can ask. She could tell by the way he was bent forward at the waist, his head drooped much lower than necessary to bear the pack and make the climb, that his question was weighing heavily on his mind.
Alas! She also knew that the wisdom required to relieve him of his question’s burden was something she could not give him. Nonetheless, she opened the door and called out a loud welcome to the young man when he was yet some distance from her house.
"I have come to ask you a very important question," the young man shouted in reply.
"Yes," the old woman nodded kindly, "that is why everyone comes here.” When he arrived at her doorstep she said, “First you shall come inside and we shall eat."
As the old woman cooked and baked their meal, made entirely from what she grew in her own yard and garden, it was she who asked questions: Where had he come from? What did he do there? What and who had he seen on his journey? And finally, "Of all that you saw as you walked and climbed to this place, what did you find most marvelous in the countryside?"
The young man thought for a moment. "So many streams," he said. "There are so many, many streams in this land. Everywhere on my journey I passed them, and I often had to cross them. And each night I pitched my tent along side of a stream."
When the meal was finished the young man could wait no longer. He blurted out his question.
"Ah, yes," the old woman sighed. "This is just as I knew it would be. You have brought to me the most important question that anyone can ask. It is also a question that only the one who asks it can satisfactorily answer. If your question was about life, about wisdom, about the past or the future or even about God, then I could help you. But your question is deeper than any of those. No person, no matter how wise, can know another’s answer to the question that you ask."
The young man was so disappointed that tears streamed from his eyes.
"Yet you need not be unhappy," the old woman quickly assured him. "Your long journey was not in vain, for I do know where you can find the answer you seek."
"Where?" the young man was instantly excited, "Where? Where?"
"Since there are so many streams in this country, there is likely to be one near your home."
"Why, yes," the young man replied. "There's a stream that runs through my back yard."
"And in that stream is there a place where the water makes a sound – not a loud sound, but a very steady and restful bubbling sound?"
The young man nodded, "There is such a sound that’s so near my house I can hear its gurgling whenever a window is open."
"Then ask your question of that gurgle," the old woman instructed him. "If you ask the gurgle your question often and patiently, the answer you seek will eventually come to you."
"What?" The young man wasn't sure he had heard her correctly.
"Believe me," the old woman assured him, "the answer to your question is in your very own gurgle. Although it exists in every gurgle, the gurgle closest to you is the one that has the answer most true for you. Ask your question of this gurgle as often as you feel moved to do so, and be willing to wait as long as it takes for you to receive its answer."
"If I did not know that you are wise," the young man said, "I would think that you are fooling me."
"What I tell you is the second greatest of all truths," the old woman insisted. "Only the gurgle closest to you knows the greatest of all truths, which is your question’s answer."
The young man was so eager to be home that he left at once. Since his way was now downhill, the return journey was much faster. He often felt tempted to stop by one of the many streams along the way, all of which had gurgles. "The answer to my question must be wherever I go," the young man thought. "But I will do as the old woman said. I will wait until I am home to consult the gurgle that’s closest to me."
When he arrived back home from his months of traveling, he was hungry and quite tired. Nonetheless, before he prepared a meal, he opened all the windows in his house so he could hear the gurgle in his back yard as he cooked and ate.
When he was full he quickly fell asleep, still listening to the gurgle. He even dreamed of gurgles, and when he awoke the first thing he was aware of was the ever-present gurgling in the stream outside his bedroom window.
Soon the young man was standing by the stream, gazing at the place where water flowed over the edge of a flat rock and tumbled a few inches on its way downstream. For years he had heard this gurgle, yet never looked at it or gave it a thought. And now he was going to ask it for the biggest thought of all – the answer to his most important question.
He watched the gurgle closely as he wondered how to ask his question and how the gurgle would answer. 
Should he ask his question out loud? He decided it was only necessary to think about his question as he watched. 
Was it necessary to watch the gurgle, or was it only necessary to listen? He wasn't sure whether the answer was something he would see, or something he would hear. Perhaps it would be both. So he decided to watch as well as listen.
How soon would the answer come, and how would he know for sure that it had done so? How could a mere gurgle answer the most important question that anyone can ask? And how would he understand the message of a gurgle, which could not answer with words?
The old woman had told him to ask his question often, and to be patient. Perhaps it would be a long time before the gurgle’s answer was forthcoming. And so the young man sat down as close to the gurgle as he could be without sitting in the stream itself.
In quiet contemplation of the gurgle, the young man continued to watch it as he repeated his question over and over in his mind. Occasionally his gaze would wander from the gurgle, and sometimes he also would forget to listen. 
His mind likewise began to wander. Looking downstream, he wondered where the water would end its downward journey. And where would it rise, only to again descend in its next journey from rainfall to rainfall? 
With these wonderings on his mind, he returned his attention to the gurgle, which now sang to him:
“Don't ask me where I'm going
no one can really say,
though I've already been there
I'm always on my way.
My journey's never finished
as onward I ascend,
from end of my beginning
to beginning of my end.”
The old woman had been right! The gurgle did have wisdom about his question.
He thought about the gurgle’s song while continuing to observe it, until his eyes and mind began again to wonder, and this time wander upstream.
Where, he mused, was the water coming from? Had it once been something else before it was water? As he pondered these new wonderings, his gaze again fell upon the gurgle, which once more sang to him:
“Don't ask me where I come from,
the answer's near and far,
as recent as this moment,
as distant as a star.
My here is made of elsewhere
that elsewhere flows through me,
some ashes from a far-off sun,
destination: galaxy.”
Something deep within the young man moved him to nod his head in agreement. Now his wonderings were drawn to the gurgle itself. This tiny turbulence, he realized, was no more substantial than the flame of a candle. The gurgle existed only because of the falling water, yet was not the water itself. And even though he could hear the gurgle, its sound was just as invisible as a candle's flame is silent.

This thought reminded him of a starry night when he had lain on the grass in front of his house and realized that the burning of a star turns matter into light, and that the Earth beneath him was becoming grass that was becoming cows that was becoming milk that was becoming himself who was becoming . . . and that is when his most important question had first occurred to him.

Suddenly yearning to be even closer to the gurgle, the young man stepped into the stream and sat on a large rock right next to it. As he continued watching the gurgle, now only a few inches away, he realized that it was timeless. It stayed in the same place, in contrast to the moving water that sustained it, and would continue as long as the flowing water was on time, steadily returning to where it had come from.

The young man stuck his finger in the gurgle, and modified its timeless sound somewhat, though only for the duration of his finger’s presence. Just like the water, he was also passing through. 
Something deep within him yearned to remain with the gurgle, so he replaced his finger with a large pebble. Its sound was now altered for the duration of a stone, whose presence would long outlast that of his finger.
It was then that the young man also realized that if the water ceased to flow the gurgle would be no more. How long, he wondered, would this gurgle last? Long enough to wear down the pebble? And would the gurlge ever be visited by the same water twice?
Yet again it sang:
“Don't ask how long I'll be here,
we'll never really know.
The only thing eternal
is the now through which we flow.
If you look downstream to see what's passed,
or behind for future's clue,
you'll miss the beat the heavens keep
as they go dancing through.”
Reflecting on all that the gurgle had told him, the young man thought: I am that which forever comes and forever goes, yet is also forever here right now. I am that which has no substance, yet which in the absence of substance would not be.
"Aha!" the young man stood up. "This must be the answer to my question."
For days he contemplated all that he had learned from the gurgle’s song. When he was at home he kept the windows open so he could hear the bubbling stream. And as he went from place to place, he listened for other gurgles in the many streams he passed.
One morning as he was eating his breakfast, it occurred to him that the gurgle might have more to say about his question, and he returned to his back yard to consult the gurgle further. This time he waited much longer than before, and the longer he had to wait the more intensely he pondered his question. Yet the gurgle only bubbled, and did not sing.
By noontime the young man had forgotten why he was there. The gurgle had become more interesting to him than his question. He was fascinated by this thing that had no substance of its own, yet which without the water that sustained it could not be.
How, he wondered, can something exist if it has no substance? And since its existence nevertheless requires substance to bring it about, does substance also require something else with which to experience its own existence?
It was then that the gurgle resumed its song:
Don't ask me what I'm made of,
whatever it may be
will long outlast all questioners,
though briefly pass as me.
My being is not what comes and goes
in my risings and in my falls,
it's that which stays re-membering 
what the universe recalls.
Day’s end was nearing, and the young man was satisfied that the gurgle had given him much more to think about. And then he wondered, "just what is a gurgle, anyway?"
This time the gurgle spoke:
Within this stream, I am that which you hear yet do not see.
In the flame of a candle, I am that which you neither hear nor see.
And in you, I am that which wonders about all that exists unheard and unseen.
The young man knew that these thoughts would be constantly on his mind in the days that followed, along with everything else the gurgle had told him earlier. He also felt that his question was not yet fully answered. Remembering again that the old woman had instructed him to question the gurgle often, he did so for what would be the last time.
The gurgle was a beloved friend by now, and he realized that he would continue his visits even when his question was finally answered. Just then, as if some ancient promise was at long last being fulfilled, the gurgle sang to him a final verse:
Don't ask me for the answer
to what only you can know.
Whoever asks such questions
must let others' answers go.
There is an inner knowing
for each of us to own,
and thus do gurgles know themselves
so they won't be alone.
From the deepest reservoir of all that existed unheard and unseen within the young man’s being, he was moved to nod his head self-knowingly. "Yes,” he now realized, “I am the answer to my own question, for no one else’s asking it can be just like my own.” 
He remained there quietly for many more hours, thankful for the wise old woman who knew that gurgles are even wiser than she, and grateful for the wisdom of the gurgle that was closest to him which, he now knew, is the one that bubbled amidst the flow of his own being.
“The answer to my question is the one who asks it,” the young man finally realized.
Eventually the sun set, the moon rose, and the stars appeared as they always do when all is clear. And wherever there were gurgles, each continued to do what only it knows how to do.
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