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A Note on the Use of Japanese


In this book, the Hepburn system of romanisation is used for Japanese terms, including the names of people, with long vowels indicated by macrons. There are a few exceptions to this, including a number of place names that are commonly written with a particular spelling, such as Tokyo, Kyoto and Niigata. Foreign nouns that have become accepted into general English usage are shown in their accepted form without macrons, such as aikido instead of aikidō and noh instead of Nō.


Japanese personal names have been written in standard English name order for ease of reference (first name followed by surname), except for historical figures most commonly known by a name given in the traditional Japanese name order (family name first).


When referencing people, the suffix -san is sometimes used as a term of politeness. Mountains can also be referred to as ‘-san’ (such as ‘Fujisan’ for Mount Fuji), but in this case the suffix is a reading of the character for mountain. When the suffix -sensei is used, this refers to a teacher or professor. Rōshi after a name indicates a Zen teacher.


For effect, in naming the three parts of this book I have borrowed the literal translations of the Chinese characters used in the names of the three mountains of Dewa (Black Wing1, Moon, Sacred Spring2), but in reality they are commonly known as Hagurosan, Gassan and Yudonosan respectively.


Please note that this book includes many references to the work of Zen Master Eihei Dōgen3, who lived in thirteenth-century Japan. There is not sufficient room in a book like this to share his original teachings, which take up entire volumes of their own. Rather, I offer my personal response to those teachings, in the context of the questions raised in this book. If you want to experience his original texts and dive deeper into his ideas, please refer to the Bibliography.
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Foreword



by Professor Yoshinori Hiroi


In my early forties I had a strange experience on Yatsugatake, the volcanic mountain range stretching from Nagano to Yamanashi, in the heart of Japan’s main island of Honshū. Home to flying squirrels, raccoon dogs, foxes and bears, the area’s abundant flora and fauna have supported human life since prehistoric Jōmon times1, evidenced by the remarkable artefacts found there dating back thousands of years.


I had visited the area many times. Living in Tokyo back then, I escaped to Yatsugatake anytime I needed to restore a sense of peace in my kokoro. But that particular day was different.


Standing quietly on the earth on Yatsugatake, I felt a sense of connection through time to the people who lived there ten thousand years ago, and all the people who have lived there since, live there now, and will live there in the future. With that sense of connection arose an understanding of the way life and death is viewed in Japanese culture, at three distinct levels.


On the surface is the modern material individual view, that when we die we are simply no more. On another level is the Buddhist view, which has been around in Japan since the sixth century, and is a conceptual, abstract idea related to the universal. The third level is the original Shintō view, which is connected to nature in a very real way. This indigenous view holds that nature itself has insight, and is a fusion of being and not being. This is deeper than just the cycle of life, and expands to take in the origin of the world. It is related to energy, in us and in everything. It also reminds us that nature itself has a kind of spirituality.


This experience changed how I feel about dying, and consequently how I feel about living. I felt utterly liberated. My kokoro felt free.


Many aspects of Japanese culture are difficult to explain, but that does not mean it isn’t worth the effort. I have spent many hours with Beth discussing life, death and the importance of the kokoro, and I know she will be a trusted guide by your side.


We are entering a time of transition, when our very existence depends on a shift from material growth to spiritual growth. Our approach to life has ramifications for the future of human society. It is essential that we think about how to live, individually and collectively, in order that we may make the most of our lives, and make choices which benefit humanity and nature far beyond our own existence.


Take care on this journey of a lifetime.


PROFESSOR YOSHINORI HIROI


Kyoto University Institute for the Future of Human Society


(formerly the Kokoro Research Centre)










Prologue



‘Any dreams?’ he asks, raising the blinds to take in the first shades of morning.


‘Just the usual,’ I say, pouring some tea.


But thinking about it, ‘the usual’ is not that usual at all, unless it’s usual to have had a recurring dream since the age of forty, featuring a bald man dressed in robes so dark they must have been fashioned from the fabric of night. Unless it’s usual for the man in that dream to be holding a sphere of intense golden light, illuminating only the moment in front of him, not the dark space behind. Unless it’s usual to sense three shadowy figures at his back, and not know who they are, but not to be afraid.


I pick up my tea and drift towards my writing room. I light a candle, as I do at 5 a.m. most days. And I begin to write the story of the man, and the sphere of light. Of life and death and life again.


A story of discovering the heart’s wisdom. A tale of unravelling time.










Introduction



When I was seventeen, Japan wrote me a letter. I couldn’t read it at first, written as it was in one of the most complex and beautiful languages in the world. I stared at it for a long while, until the kanji characters began to swim off the page and swirl around me. They settled on my skin and then melted into it. Japan does that, you see. It arrives quietly and never leaves.


Nearly three decades ago, I packed my teenage bedroom and fat new dictionaries into a single suitcase, and left for a year. On the surface I was heading east to study the language, but there was something else. Deep down, I could sense a pull, the promise of an important secret hidden within the layers of Japanese life, perhaps.


When I had dropped the bombshell of an idea to ditch my well-thought-out career plan of an economics degree and accountancy for the chance of an adventure in a faraway land, instead of trying to dissuade me, my mother took me to a bookshop. We went to the travel section, which only had a handful of books about Japan. I picked up a travel guide and it fell open at a photograph of a pagoda covered in snow. Something inside me fizzed. Later, I stretched out on my bed and thumbed through every page. Here, an open fan lay alone on dark wooden floor, next to a raked sand garden. There, a small child posed in front of a wall of huge white daikon (winter radishes, the like of which I had never seen). On one page, a gently curving red bridge crossed a rushing river. On the facing page, a long line of moss-covered statues sat in a shady forest, waiting. There was talk of volcanoes, rice fields, tropical islands and remote shrines.


I had only ever been to France, on a school trip. Japan was a world I knew only in my imagination, and yet as I lay there poring over a photograph of two silhouetted figures sitting in quiet contemplation in a shadowy temple, looking out over a bright garden beyond, I sensed something that has never left me. A hidden truth about what it means to live well.


This pull towards Japan has been a siren call throughout my adult life. In answering that call I have been blessed by many encounters with people whose ways of seeing and being have influenced the way I live for the better.


It should have been no surprise, then, that when I hit midlife and sensed a rumbling beneath the surface of my highly organised days, I felt drawn to return.


Why kokoro?


When I began studying Japanese all those years ago, one of the first characters I learnt was 心 which is read kokoro, or in some situations, shin. I was drawn to its simplicity and how it seemed to brush itself onto the page, each inked stroke leading effortlessly to the next. Back then, I was taught the most basic of translations: ‘heart’.


As a word, kokoro is highly visible in everyday life in Japan – it appears in calligraphy at temples, on posters, in adverts, in company names, in poetry and in daily conversation – and yet it alludes to something invisible and deeply personal. If you were to ask one hundred native speakers of Japanese to define it, you would get one hundred different answers.


Over the years, I had noticed that English-language versions of books about Zen, tea, Noh theatre and martial arts often rendered 心 not only as ‘heart’ but also as ‘mind’, ‘heart-mind’ or ‘spirit’, depending on the context. I found this both fascinating and confusing, because in my native English, ‘heart’, ‘mind’ and ‘spirit’ were very different things.


When I began to get overwhelmed by midlife and found myself carrying many burning questions, somehow I knew before I knew that kokoro was part of the answer.


Even now, after five years of researching, I hesitate to offer a definitive translation of kokoro, not least because the term is used in so many ways, but allow me an imperfect attempt for now.


The kokoro is the intelligent heart, which communicates our innate wisdom and responds to the world in the present moment, in the form of felt impulses. It is the source of our innate wisdom – the wisdom we carry deep within, which is untainted by societal pressure, expectation and other people’s opinions. The kokoro can help us sensitively navigate relationships and choose a life path of ease and freedom through the moment-to-moment decisions we make each and every day.


The ability to recognise the wisdom of the kokoro is essential to an awakened, felt experience of the world. Through my midlife journey, I have come to understand twelve principles for a life well lived informed by the kokoro. Together, we will explore each of these in turn (one per chapter). In some cases we will explore the principle directly, in others it will be implicit in the stories that I share. I hope you will contemplate each one in the context of your own life, whatever life stage you are in, and let it guide you towards answers to your own questions.




TWELVE PRINCIPLES FOR A LIFE WELL LIVED, INSPIRED BY JAPANESE WISDOM


  1.  A life well lived is a life well examined.


  2.  A life well lived is a life experienced heart-mindfully.


  3.  A life well lived is a life enriched by stillness.


  4.  A life well lived is a life we are present to.


  5.  A life well lived is a life lived in full awareness of the impermanence of everything.


  6.  A life well lived is a life infused with the bittersweetness of love.


  7.  A life well lived is a series of mountains climbed.


  8.  A life well lived is a life of integrated layers.


  9.  A life well lived is a life fully expressed.


10.  A life well lived is a life well nourished.


11.  A life well lived is an unfolding path paved with what feels right.


12.  A life well lived is an intentional life, lived fully and in gratitude.





How to use this book


Kokoro is structured in three parts inspired by three sacred mountains known collectively in Japanese as Dewa Sanzan, which can be found in Tōhoku, a remote and beautiful region of northern Japan:




•  In Part One, inspired by Hagurosan, the mountain of the present and earthly desires, we take stock of where we are and consider what really matters at this point in our lives.


•  In Part Two, as we climb Gassan, the mountain of death and the past, we face up to our own mortality and consider what death can teach us about living.


•  In Part Three, we encounter Yudonosan, the mountain of rebirth and the future, where we contemplate how we want to live for the rest of our time on earth, however long we may have.





This trio of mountains forms the backbone of this book, but our travels will also take us beyond them to many lesser-known parts of the Japanese countryside, where we will encounter contemporary pioneers, the ghosts of ancestral thinkers and the spirits that inhabit the land. Collectively, they will show us why having a true sense of kokoro can transform our experience of the world, our relationships and our understanding of a life well lived.


The people we encounter along the way are from all walks of life, backgrounds and beliefs, but they all have one thing in common: they are highly attuned to the wisdom of their kokoro. In some cases, this manifests in the life path they are walking; in other cases, it informs the way they interact with others, or in their relationship to the natural world. In some, it shows up as a deep commitment to beauty in art and culture.


The wisdom found in these pages has drifted into my open hands like flower petals on a breeze, gathered conversation by conversation on my wanderings through Japan. In writing it down, I am gently blowing those petals in your direction. My intention with this book is to share what Japan and its culture have so generously taught me, in case that can be a doorway for you too.


In this book, you’ll learn:




•  Why these three sacred mountains hold the keys to choosing a new path anytime we like


•  What a thirteenth-century Zen Master can teach us about the nature of time and why this changes everything


•  What encountering death can teach us about living well


•  How to tune in to and take care of your kokoro, and let it guide you daily as you cultivate a life well lived.





As such, this book is a guide for navigating life in general, and times of transition in particular, but while it is a self-help book of sorts, you won’t find a series of life hacks and quick solutions offered here, as if there were such a thing as a one-size-fits-all answer to the questions that we carry. Instead, this is an invitation to join me on a pilgrimage, away from the rush of daily life, to seek out a new context for our questions, allowing clarity to arise in its own good time.


One of the most difficult yet important things to grasp about Japanese culture is that concepts and answers to questions are often aimai (曖昧), which means vague. This is not because of a lack of knowledge on the part of the speaker, but rather because of a tendency towards harmony. Ambiguity is often seen as a sign of respect. This cultural value is said to have arisen due to the geographical nature of Japan, as an island nation covered in mountains, where historically people have had to cooperate in tight-knit communities in order to survive. Still today group harmony is paramount, and this often spills over into a sense of thoughtfulness in personal encounters.


I want to share with you my experience of Japan directly, which is why I have included certain conversations and descriptions of my interactions with the natural world. Some of the wisdom offered up by these encounters is implicit rather than explicit, as is often the way in Japan, so I encourage you to go slowly and let it soak in.


At the end of each chapter, you will find a set of three journaling questions to prompt your own inquiry. You might like to start a new journal for this purpose, so you can capture your thoughts as we travel together. When we get to the end and look back, you will be able to see how far you have come. I have called these questions ‘Kokoro Work’ and I invite you to answer them without editing your words between brain and page. Write whatever wants to flow out, without judgement. Feel your way to the answers, and you will be amazed at what reveals itself when you let your kokoro lead the way.


(Note: if you are curious to learn more about the wide range of uses of the term kokoro in Japanese life and language, please refer to the ‘Anatomy of the kokoro’ appendix at the back of this book.)


A word on ‘Japanese wisdom’


In Japan, many people practise more than one religion, usually a combination of Buddhism and the indigenous nature-based faith of Shintō. Personally, and certainly in this book, I do not advocate belief in any particular faith but, rather, am curious about how people live.


For the purposes of research, I have had conversations over tea, climbed mountains and meditated in various places across Japan with priests, nuns, monks, mountain ascetics, and lay followers of many different traditions and belief systems, including Sōtō Zen, Rinzai Zen, Tendai Buddhism, Shingon Buddhism, Jōdo Buddhism, Shintō, Shugendō and Christianity, as well as with agnostics and atheists. These encounters have been too numerous to detail equally in the pages of this book, but my approach to life has been informed by all of them and I have tried to bring the most vital to the fore through the experiences I share here. These reflections, infused with the influence of the writings of Japanese historical figures, contribute to what I refer to in this book as ‘Japanese wisdom’.


In addition, some of the ‘Japanese wisdom’ we will receive along the way is not from people at all but from the land and from nature – particularly from the mountains, which are believed to be the home of ancestral spirits. There is also an ancient belief that mystical powers can dwell in words themselves. Kotodama (言霊), literally ‘word-spirits’, give power to language when used ritually, and it is believed by many that these can influence us on a deep level. This has certainly been my experience, climbing mountains and chanting sacred words over and over during this journey, as you will discover.


Please note I have changed some details of the yamabushi training I undertook in order to respect a thousand-year-old tradition of secret practice.


As you read, I encourage you to throw yourself fully into the adventure with me and sense the wisdom rising up from beneath your feet as we walk, in the space between us, and hidden between the lines of what is said by those we encounter. Perhaps between chapters you might enjoy spending some time in nature, reflecting on your own story and where you see it in mine. As we travel together we will receive gentle teachings that can guide us back to the original wisdom in our own kokoro.



Journey with me


To explore the kokoro is to explore the very essence of what it means to be human in this tough yet devastatingly beautiful world.


The path of this book traces the most difficult year I have known, as a series of unexpected events unfolded just as I passed the threshold of statistical midlife. This past year has taught me vital lessons about the fragility of life, and our lack of control in the great scheme of things, while reminding me to treasure what is precious and to trust in my own heart’s wisdom.


As we move through the cycle of the seasons together, you will witness my reckoning, recalibration and renewal, and I hope you will draw inspiration from my experience to support your own life transitions.




I used to think that the older I got the more I would know for sure.


I was wrong.


I used to think that by the time I was in midlife I’d have everything figured out.


I was wrong.


I used to think that if I never spoke of death it would not come near my door.


I was wrong.


I used to think that hiding your emotions showed strength.


I was wrong.


I used to think that if we just held on tightly enough, things would last for ever.


I was wrong.


I used to be afraid of being wrong.


I am not afraid any more.





A life well lived begins and ends with the kokoro. May this book be exactly what you need right now, and may it long remain with you as you embrace all that is to come.


BETH KEMPTON


Kyoto, 2023












羽黒山



PART ONE: HAGUROSAN


Encountering the present on Black Wing Mountain








Put your ear to the earth and you’ll hear this mountain speak of gods and ghosts. Press your skin to the bark of this old tree and you’ll learn of the strange shadow that once passed over this place and the cloaked man who ran behind it.


Tip your ear to the sky and you’ll hear echoes of ancestral birdsong telling the story of a slain emperor, a fleeing prince and a mystical three-legged crow, a yatagarasu, guiding him to safety. Follow the whispers of the wind and you’ll discover that the tomb atop this mountain venerates that prince, who remained in this forest and gave his life to mountain worship, as the crow gave its name to the land.


Come as a pilgrim, offer silence as you climb, and you might just hear a welcome.


‘Yōkoso. I am Black Wing Mountain.’


As one of the three sacred mountains of Dewa Sanzan, Hagurosan (lit. ‘Black Wing Mountain’) is said to represent the present and earthly desires. People have journeyed to Hagurosan for centuries, often travelling hundreds of miles on foot, to pray for health and good fortune in this life. This is where our story begins.









CHAPTER 1


LIFE


The scroll unravels
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In a small thatched cottage on the south coast of England, I was ironing with one eye on a crumpled-up skirt and one eye on the funeral of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, which was unfolding on the screen in my living room. Generally, I believe life is too short for ironing, but that day I found comfort in easing creases from cotton as the royal procession solemnly advanced towards Westminster Abbey.


Just as the State Trumpeters of the Household Cavalry sounded the Last Post, my husband’s phone rang. He glanced down and took the call in the kitchen, while I stayed standing with our daughters for two minutes of silence, remembering a life lived in service.


The trumpets sounded again, and my husband called my name. The tone of his voice sent a dart into my heart and I knew. My friend Lisa had died, aged forty-one.


It wasn’t until later that I realised something in me had died too that day: the part that believed that if you are a good person and work hard, fill in your planner and eat your vegetables, you’ll be blessed with a long and happy life.


The unfairness of it all was pumping through my veins as I hauled myself up Hagurosan a few weeks later. Wearing boots laced with sorrow, I felt the weight of my friend’s loss in every step, all the heavier knowing that Lisa, who loved Japan, would never make this journey.


Up ahead my guide climbed steadily. He was a man of the mountains, wearing a distinctive outfit with stiff sleeves and wide hakama trousers cinched in above the ankle. Shiroshozoku, the clothing of the dead. The heavy white cotton was rendered sky blue in places as shadows fell across him, cast by the late autumn sun.


His name was Master Hayasaka, and he was a yamabushi (lit. ‘one who lies on the mountains’), a contemporary steward of the ancient indigenous faith of Shugendō. Roughly translating as ‘the way of attaining divine natural powers through ascetic training’1, Shugendō carries echoes of Shintō, Buddhism, Daoism and native animism. It is the philosophy and practice of true nature connection through embodiment.


Yamabushi have been practising in the Dewa Sanzan area of modern-day Yamagata for more than a thousand years. ‘Dewa Sanzan’ means ‘the Three Mountains of Dewa’ and is revered as one of the holiest places in all of Japan.


Climbing one of those mountains – Hagurosan – in silence only served to amplify the chatter in my head. I wrestled my thoughts into order in an effort to focus on why I had come. Back at the pilgrim lodge Master Hayasaka had advised, ‘On the mountain we sit in meditation, but yamabushi meditation is not like Zen meditation. We just sit on the earth and stay there for a while. It’s good to be still, but it’s fine if you move. Everything in nature moves. Your eyes can be open or shut. It doesn’t matter. Just be quiet and notice your experience.’


He gestured towards a small patch of ground away from the main trail, indicating where I should sit for a while. For how long, I had no idea. I simply had to be there until Master Hayasaka took up his horagai – a conch shell fitted with a metal mouthpiece – and blew it twice, filling the forest with the haunting call of the wild.


A shaft of sunlight fell across his jika tabi (white, split-toed boots), dusty from countless treks up and down this sacred peak. My own sturdy walking boots suddenly seemed chunky and rigid in comparison, as if they had been constructed to protect me from the very mountain I had come to meet. I took them off, along with my socks, and I stood for a moment on the damp cold earth. Curling golden leaves crunched beneath my pale feet. My breathing was jagged. I was six thousand miles from home, missing my family, grieving my friend, and exhausted after a relentless season of work.


Be here now. That familiar call of many ancient wisdom traditions was potent among the cedars. But it’s more complicated than that, I heard myself saying. Ignoring my own argument, I took a seat, closed my eyes, and allowed myself to be breathed by the mountain.


Midlife malaise


According to the Office of National Statistics, my life expectancy is eighty-seven years and six months.2 That is an average based on several factors, including the month and place I was born, but essentially, I passed the halfway mark just before my forty-fourth birthday. For the past two years, since Lisa’s cancer diagnosis came thundering in just as I crossed that statistical midlife threshold, and separate from my feelings of heartbreak for Lisa’s family, I had sensed a rumbling beneath the surface of my days. News like that is destabilising for anyone, and it’s personal. It reminds us of our own mortality and the fragility of life.


Sometimes I tried to ignore the rumbling, especially in the light of Lisa’s situation, telling myself, ‘You are here. You are healthy. You don’t know how lucky you are. Stop overthinking things.’ But some days, news of a further decline in her health would send me the other way: ‘Life is short. Are you sure you’re making the most of it?’


On the days I felt brave enough to turn and face the rumbling, I saw opportunities which once lay ahead of me now discarded on the trail behind, out of reach, with no hope of retrieval, simply because I was getting older. For an optimist who has always believed deep down that the world is full of possibility, this feeling was new, and terrifying. Age was closing doors on me, one after another. I’d run towards one, and it would shut. I’d run towards another and it too would shut, taunting me as if I were trapped in some kind of hideous game.


In my twenties anything had seemed possible, I just had to decide what to do. In my thirties, with a career and travel and the arrival of children, even though it felt like there weren’t enough hours in the day to do everything, I could still choose. But in my forties, it was suddenly different. I sensed that there were neither enough years left to do all the things I wanted to do, nor as many options as before because of all the decisions I had made along the way, which had cut off some things which once seemed possible. And that was assuming I did actually have half a lifetime left, an assumption that Lisa’s illness had thrown into doubt.


One particular question attached itself to every thought trail:


What do I need to be doing now to ensure that when I am in my final days, whenever that may be, I will know in my heart that mine was a life well lived?


Well, that is the gentle version. It sometimes showed up as: ‘How can you be more than forty years into this life, call yourself an adult, never mind a self-help author, and still have no clue what you are doing?’


Thinking about these things on repeat had only bred more questions:




•  How do I know if I am doing life right?


•  How can I be more efficient with my time?


•  What should I do about money? Should I be making more money? Should I care less about money?


•  What will I regret years from now if I don’t do it at this point?


•  How can I balance the pull to do meaningful work with the needs of my family?


•  What if I make a choice and it is the wrong one?





And on and on . . . It was exhausting.


I was locked in a battle with myself. My ego wanted to be in control, have a plan and make it happen, be successful in the eyes of others, and build enough wealth to leave a substantial legacy when I’m gone. I had a feeling this was connected to some deep-seated beliefs about what success looks like, and what makes me feel safe in this world.


But an inner whisper told me that what I really needed to do was to let go of the desire for control, stop clinging to plans, be awake to the experience of life as it unfolds, thrive in my own eyes, and live in a way that creates a legacy in the impact I have on others each and every day. Oh, and to have more fun.


Despite how much the inner whisper resonated, my logical brain’s assertions always seemed to drown it out. It was time to find a way to excavate my beliefs, deal with lingering regrets, and figure out how to navigate the rest of my life with intention. Perhaps I just needed to get away from my inbox and to-do list, and the constant barrage of news, social media noise and other people’s opinions long enough to really listen for some answers.


Japan calling


One wet afternoon, I was folding paper chatterboxes with my children, half-distracted by these musings, when I had the strangest sensation of leaving my own body and looking back on the three of us from the corner of our kitchen. I saw myself hunched at the counter, there but not really there, folding squares of white paper while the girls chatted, their brightness highlighting the greyness of my own being.


A cloud shifted, changing the shadows on the table. The square origami sheet in my hands became a visual representation of my expected lifespan of nearly eighty-eight years. I saw myself folding it in half lengthways into two rectangles of forty-four years each, and then folding it in half again. Each square, small enough to fit in my pocket, contained a quarter lifetime of twenty-two years.


Twenty-two. My quarter-life threshold. Back then, I had been living and working in Yamagata, a remote snowy part of northern Japan I had been drawn to because of its name, which means ‘mountain form’. I drifted into the memory, and then back to the kitchen. I saw myself unfolding the paper and refolding it, and then my imagination took over again and the white square was reworking itself like an animated puzzle, taking the shape of three paper peaks.


Dewa Sanzan. Of course. The area known as the Three Mountains of Dewa, in the heart of Yamagata, has been a place of domestic pilgrimage and spiritual training for more than a thousand years. Hagurosan, ‘Black Wing Mountain’, is known as the mountain of the present and earthly desires. Gassan, ‘Moon Mountain’, represents death and the past. And Yudonosan, ‘Sacred Spring Mountain’, is the mountain of rebirth and the future.


Suddenly, I knew I had to go.


As the universe would have it, Japan’s national borders, which had been shut for more than two years due to the Covid-19 pandemic, were just about to reopen. I said my goodbyes and took the next plane east.


I accept (anything and everything)


As I sat rooted to the mountain in meditation, my breath gently washed away the noise in my head, and time folded in on itself. When at last I heard the call of the horagai, it seemed to come from the depths of the ocean and everywhere in the forest all at once.


In keeping with yamabushi protocol, the only way I was permitted to respond to the call of the conch was to say ‘uketamō’, which means ‘I accept (anything and everything)’. Whatever presented itself on this mountain, I must accept it. The weather. My body’s response to the climb. The emotions that arose and dissipated with each moment like fish bubbles in a river.


Sendatsu, the respectful name for my senior yamabushi guide, set quite a pace once we were back on the path. I followed, making awkward music with my wooden staff on the stone staircase that had been set into the mountainside some four centuries ago. With each footstep, laid over the ghostly imprints of millions of pilgrims before me, I sensed a tethering of my earthly body to an entire community of ancestors in one direction, and to the mountain in the other. This was not a common feeling for me, focused as I tend to be in the currency of the modern world, and yet it held the comforting echo of some primal familiarity, an umbilical cord nourishing me from a source far away.


I had read that yamabushi have an important role as connectors, braiding people to the land, to spirits, to nature and to each other, weaving a sense of sacredness and remembrance into daily life. Every now and then, Master Hayasaka would blow on the horagai, sending long draughts of sound into the sky, like a memory of the river which once carried minerals from this very mountain to the sea, and in time formed conch shells like the one he uses now, to turn his own breath into resonant wind. Elements transformed.


Earth, water, fire, wind, void. The five elements that make up the universe, according to esoteric Japanese Buddhism. On the way up the mountain we had paid our respects at the Gojyū-no-tō, the famous five-storeyed pagoda which stands among ancient cedars at the base of Hagurosan. On one of my previous visits, an official had told me how the five storeys of the pagoda symbolise earth (chi) at the bottom, rising through water (sui), fire (ka), wind (fū) and void (kū), closest to the sky.


I recalled how I had asked a Japanese friend for his definition of kū. Suzuki-san lifted his arm and swooshed it in a wide arc. ‘You know how in Noh theatre an actor moves his sleeve in a slow dramatic sweep, and that in doing so, he creates an opening for the story to unfold? That is kū.’ And I smiled, and remembered why I love the Japanese language.


He continued, ‘It’s the same with sumi-e painting. We only use black ink, and if you add too much and fill the page, there can only be one story. The thing becomes fixed. But if you allow enough white space, there is room for the viewer’s own interpretation to flower in their imagination, and the painting can generate many stories. In esoteric Buddhism, the element of kū is essential. The existence of the potentiality allows a widening of perspective.’


Perhaps that was what was missing from my life at the moment: I had been so busy building things, and doing things, and worrying about the things I could no longer do, that I had not left any white space for what might be, for all that was still unknown.


Now, as I trod the stone path, winding through the forest, inhaling the mountain air, a feeling of spaciousness opened up somewhere in my chest.


Unfinished business


Several years ago I wrote a book called Wabi Sabi: Japanese wisdom for a perfectly imperfect life. In it, I explored the beauty of imperfection and what the concept of wabi sabi could teach us about acceptance and letting go. What I have never told anyone is that on submitting the manuscript, I was left with a sense of something being incomplete, but I was not sure what.


Towards the end of Wabi Sabi I had shared an experience of time slowing to the point I could almost see a new memory being imprinted on my heart. I wrote about it to illustrate a point, without realising that reliving it had loosened the ribbon on an old scroll of questions I had gathered in my twenties and thirties, but had rolled up and put away when I got busy with my career and, later, with family life. Questions about time and meaning, mortality and mystery, and how to navigate life so we have no regrets.


As I hit send on the Wabi Sabi manuscript, got up from my chair and turned to the window of my attic writing room, the forgotten scroll fell from my lap and unravelled, spilling the questions all over the floor. I knelt and gathered them up carefully, knowing that as one story finished, another was just beginning.


‘What do you think happens when you die?’ Lisa had asked me. I told her I didn’t know. Nobody knows. ‘I guess I’ll find out in about six weeks,’ she said, with a hollow laugh. ‘If no miracle comes, I’ll know. If a miracle comes, I’m going to live fully. Either way, it will be the end of this particular time.’


Her clarity was astonishing. Either way, it will be the end of this particular time. It made me think of all the occasions I had moved from one phase of life to another without realising I was crossing a threshold, where a ‘last time’ now belonged in the ‘before’. The last time I saw my grandma alive. The last time I breastfed my youngest child. The last day I was young, before I became middle-aged.


Even though we have a sense of what we mean by ‘midlife’, and we might have a sense of our life expectancy, the truth is we never know how long we have left, so we never know when we are halfway through.
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