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Meditations on the Trail offers a rich array of do-anywhere meditations that will help you explore and deepen your connection to nature, and yourself, in new ways, making the most of your time on the trail.


This small book — perfect for throwing in a daypack or a back poc ket as you head out for the trail — is filled with practices to take you into the heart of the natural world and uncover your most vibrant self. You’ll return home grateful, more aware of interconnection, and maybe just a little wiser.


“For walkers of all paces and geographies, this lovely book is a helpful guide for savoring moments on the trail and feeling how deeply related we are to all existence.”


— STEPHANIE KAZA, author of Conversations with Trees: An Intimate Ecology


“Meditations on the Trail is a guidebook to hiking as a spiritual practice that can nurture our capacities for attention, presence, and joy. Ives offers us a sparkling net of Dharma jewels: traditional teachings made accessible through practices that cultivate deep connection with the pulsing matrix of life that envelops and supports us.”


— WILLIAM EDELGLASS, wilderness guide, director of studies at Barre Center for Buddhist Studies, and associate professor at Emerson College
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Preface


Each semester in my course on religious pilgrimages I ask my students what they think it means when someone says, “I’m spiritual, not religious.” More often than not, they’ll reply that being spiritual has to do with feeling connected to something larger than oneself, whether a higher power or nature. This often leads to a discussion of how connected to nature they feel, and more often than not they’ll talk about how hard it is to feel connected when they’re scurrying around in busy schedules and spending much of their waking time plugged into a device.


I don’t think they’re alone in feeling this way. Many of us, young and old, feel estranged from nature these days. Even if we don’t suffer from what Richard Louv calls “nature-deficit disorder,” we may see nature as separate from ourselves, “out there” as a place to which we go from time to time.


Of course, our feeling of disconnection from nature — from real nature, not shows on the Nature Channel — is not caused solely by technology or our ways of using it. Many of us live in cities, in air-conditioned boxes, cut off from the sources of our food, ignorant of how our electricity was generated and natural gas extracted, oblivious of where our municipality gets water or where sewage goes when we flush the toilet. As a result, we lose our lived connection to nature and miss out on the health benefits that studies have shown are gained by spending time out in nature. This disconnection may even lead us to posit nature as an antagonist that we need to subdue and exploit. Psychiatrist Gerald May writes, “Feeling so divorced from the nature within and around us, we make wildness an adversary that we must tame rather than join, master rather than learn from.”


Acknowledging this disconnection, let’s pause and think about when we feel connected to the natural world.


What do you enjoy doing outside? Do you have a place in nature that, to you, is “sacred” in some sense? When do you feel most connected to nature?


Given that we are always animals in ecosystems and hence never physically disconnected from nature (even though we might be psychologically estranged), the real question is, “When and where do you most realize your embeddedness in nature?” Or, put more radically, “When and where do you most realize your embeddedness in nature as nature?” For me, it’s when I’m hiking, or simply wandering in the woods. For others it might be while sitting outside in a favorite spot, gardening, kayaking, surfing, birding, or strolling through a city park.


I imagine that you, too, have felt a deeper connection to nature when you’re outside and away from buildings and roads, especially when you’re out for an extended time. As you’ve likely noticed, you don’t need to make an effort to feel that connection. Simply spending an afternoon pulling weeds, a day walking along the seashore, a night reclining under the stars, a weekend camping in a national park, or a week clearing land can foster this sense of connection.


The feeling of closeness to nature can vary from person to person, of course. It may be a physical closeness, like when we are deep in the woods, surrounded by trees and rocks, or immersed in an activity, like gathering firewood, cutting brush, or walking along a path. It may be a sense of settling into our surroundings, like when we sit beside a stream or recline on a beach. Some of us feel close to nature when, like naturalists, we pay close attention to what’s around us and notice particular things — a leaf floating down a brook, a lichen-covered boulder, a distinctive cloud passing overhead. The closeness may happen when our minds quiet down and we’re filled with the beauty of a snowcapped mountain, a dazzling sunset, or a vast night sky. Others feel close to nature when they sense themselves as an animal in an ecosystem, entering into the food chain, interacting with other animals as kin, maybe even feeling awe and love for them.


Of course, sometimes when we’re outside we don’t feel connected to our surroundings. We may be lost in our heads, thinking or worrying about something back home. Or our activity may be infected by our ego, as we slip into hurrying, competing, reacting to others, trying to prove something.


At such times we can do certain things to plug in to our surroundings and be more fully there in the dirt, on the trail, under the stars. Maybe you have practices that you do when you’re outdoors doing an activity you love. Maybe you say a word of gratitude each time you enter your favorite park, pause at the top of the mountain to take in the view before skiing down, or pick up a rock whenever you go out for a walk.


This book lays out an array of practices — some formal, some informal — that I have done over the years to deepen my own feeling of connection to the natural world, to help me realize how I am embedded in the vast, beautiful, and often intimidating system we call “nature.” I mention several of these practices in Zen on the Trail, and that book can help put these practices in the larger context of, as the subtitle puts it, hiking as pilgrimage. As you will see, while the guided meditations in this book center on hiking, you can do most of them while engaged in any activity you enjoy doing outside, or simply while walking to a bus stop or sitting on a front stoop.


Many of these practices derive from Buddhism, especially the Zen strand of the tradition that I have practiced for nearly fifty years. I hope they can give you a taste of the states of mind and modes of experience that this religion sees as existentially liberating, at least as far as I understand them in my own limited way.


I also hope that these practices can support you in seeing your outings as more than a way to get good exercise or add to your list of accomplishments. Perhaps they can help you see your time outside as spiritual, however you define this term.


Doing these practices may even yield ethical fruits. A deeper sense of connection to nature around us, with an accompanying knowledge, love, and valuation of that nature, may be crucial to our waking up to climate disruption, feeling greater concern about what is happening to our planet, and taking action to mitigate the problem.


At the very least, I hope they will benefit you in some way — on the trail, back home, and across your life.
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Mindful Packing


Preparation is 80 percent.


— Japanese saying


HIKING AS A SPIRITUAL practice begins before we get to the trail. From the moment we decide to head out on a hike, we can start orchestrating the trip as a contemplative endeavor, not simply as a way to get some exercise or check something off our bucket list. One way to do this is to prepare and pack as a mindfully as possible.


The first of the seven principles of Leave No Trace backpacking is “Plan ahead and prepare.” A big part of this principle is knowing the terrain and the weather we can expect to encounter and bringing what we need to stay comfortable and safe. We can start by reading a trail guide and taking a close look at a topographical map to get a sense of the route and the demands it might place on us. It’s also worth noting the season and recent weather events where we’ll be hiking; this can help us anticipate snowpack, ice, mud, and challenging stream crossings. The next step is to check the forecast for the place and imagine the weather we can expect along the trail, at different times through the day of the hike and at different elevations. In this way we can begin attuning ourselves to the place and responding skillfully to its conditions. The goal here is to accord with the place, not to muscle our way through it and endure conditions for which we are unprepared.


This is a first step to overcoming the dualism between me “in here” and nature “out there,” for we are directing our attention to our anticipated surroundings and imagining how we will move in them, how we will function while fully embedded in a larger natural system and affected by all of its components, whether steep slopes, rushing water, driving rain, or piercing winds.


The next step is packing.


A few years ago I created a document with the ten essentials and the other things I might need when I head out for a hike. I modify it for other outings — whether a stroll in a state park, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, or kayaking. By helping us remember what we may need out on the trail, a gear list can reduce mental agitation about whether we have forgotten something important.


When packing, try to not to see it as a mere practical task that ensures you have the right stuff. Instead, pack in a way that puts you in the right mindset before you set foot on the trail. To that end, pack slowly, perhaps while referring to a list of essentials. Appreciate the simplicity of having all you need — your home — in a pack. This is helpful for getting clear about what you need rather than what you want, which is, of course, the first step to simplifying your life in general.


After you have assembled, checked, and packed everything, step back and take a breath, in gratitude that you’re now ready to head out to the trail. See if you can appreciate your filled pack as something organized, streamlined. Maybe even as a work of art.


By preparing this way, rather than simply grabbing some gear and throwing it into a pack, we can approach packing as a way to cultivate mindfulness. In the midst of the current mindfulness boom, people tend to define “mindfulness” as bare attention, attentiveness to what is happening in the moment, or awareness without judgment. The Pali term sati and its Sanskrit equivalent smṛti can be translated literally as “remembering,” which is the meaning of the Japanese character (念) used to translate them. As we remember the things we need to pack, and recollect what we used on past outings, we are practicing mindfulness. And by slowing the process down and attending to each item, we are practicing mindfulness in the sense of calmly paying attention in the moment, free from our normal reactivity to what we experience.
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