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INTRODUCTION

The stars lose their twinkle as the rising sun throws its own light into the sky. The night’s silence gives way to a lone bird chirping, and soon other birds join in. The steady rhythm of your feet against pavement adds percussion to their song. A choral greeting welcomes the new day. You are moving through nature. You are part of nature, and nature is part of you. Do you recognize these moments? They are everywhere, all the time. This book will teach you how to find them through the activity of running. Whether you are a seasoned runner interested in enhancing your running experience, a novice curious about how to take your running to the next level, or a non-runner who has been searching for one more reason to give running a try, Zen has gifts to offer you.

Of course, there are lots of books available to runners or potential runners. Some of those books focus on getting results. They contain charts that specify how far and fast you must run over a four-month period if you want to cross the finish line below a certain time in a particular race. Other books concentrate on physical aspects of running. These offer advice about stride length, posture, arm swing, and other details that might interest runners who want to make their bodies perform more efficiently. This book will discuss some of those issues, but its main aim is not on results or on what you must do to optimize your running form. Rather, this book is about how to train your mind so you can maximize the pleasure you receive from running. There is a world out there, a beautiful world, and Zen will teach you how to run with it rather than through it.

The mental training you’ll learn derives from various Zen Buddhist principles. There are many approaches to developing mental discipline, but Zen is unique in a number of respects. For one thing, Zen is a joyful philosophy. The goal of Zen is to reduce the anxieties, worries, and fears that often make people step through life apprehensively. For another, a Zen perspective seems especially well-suited to address the particular concerns that runners face. You’ll discover what it is like to run in the moment, to feel acutely aware of the world around you.

Why is Zen good for runners? Most problems runners face are not physical, but mental. And most of these problems stem from misconceptions that Zen can help dispel. As you learn how to add a Zen dimension to your running, you’ll come to understand concepts like mindfulness, right effort, meditation, The Middle Way, and impermanence. An appreciation of these ideas will help you cope with a number of obstacles that runners at all levels of experience sometimes face. So, this book is for any runner who:

Suffers from occasional motivational problems.

Do you sometimes have trouble getting out of bed and into your running shoes on those ice-cold, dark mornings? Do you come home from work and just don’t feel like running? The Zen practice of mindfulness can help you overcome these feelings.

Has a hard time juggling a running schedule with a family schedule. 

Does your spouse or partner groan when you start to pull the laces on your shoes? Do your children remember who you are? Lots of runners feel guilty about taking valuable time away from their families. This is a complex issue, but a Zen perspective can help guide you toward a successful resolution.

Has difficulty enjoying available running routes.

Do you struggle to enjoy your running locale? Not all of us have the luxury of stepping out the door and finding ourselves in a runner’s paradise. Learning how to enjoy running in busy cities, hot deserts, polar landscapes, and terra incognita requires skill. Zen concepts like mindfulness and right effort can help.

Is looking for greater fulfillment from running.

Do you still feel tense after a run? Zen Buddhism’s focus on meditation as a source of tranquility and awareness makes it possible to draw unique pleasures from running. Running, it turns out, provides an excellent opportunity for practicing meditation techniques, which in turn promise to enhance your running experience.

Is seeking a training program that “fits.”

Do you want to discover the best practice for you ? The Zen idea of the Middle Way is crucial to a successful training program. Zen teaches that extremes are harmful. There are methods to identify which is The Middle Way for you, and I will explain them in this book.

Wants to experience the pleasures of racing. 

Are you interested in racing? Racing is often most successful when you are able to “disengage” your mind from your body. If you can distract your mind from the struggles your body faces as you race, you’ll have an easier time of it and your performance will improve. Zen teaches how to narrow your concentration, so that you can endure races that might otherwise be beyond your ability.

Has been slowed by injuries or aging.

Do you struggle with injuries or advancing age? Runners make terrible patients. They tend not to allow themselves adequate time to heal, and many are unable to acknowledge that an injury or advancing age prevents them from running their former speeds and distances. A Zen point of view sheds a very different light on these issues, and makes the consequences of injury and aging easier to accept.

Of course, Zen is not only a philosophy for runners. It just so happens that running is the kind of activity that benefits tremendously when you apply Zen ideology. By the end of this book, you should be in a position to extend the lessons you have learned about running to the much more challenging activity of living.

I promise we’ll have fun as we embark on this path. You’ll hear about problems that are familiar to you, and testimonials from other runners will likely ring a bell. I think you’ll enjoy trying out some of the solutions that a Zen perspective suggests, and you’ll be surprised by the timelessness of the Buddha’s advice. If you have spent any time running, you’ll see a lot of yourself in this book. With commitment and practice, the pleasures Zen has brought to my running will become yours to embrace as well.


CHAPTER 1 
ZEN MOTIVATION: 
GETTING OUT THE DOOR

How often does something come along that threatens to derail your running plans? Maybe the run has been on your calendar for weeks. It’s that last twenty-mile training run before the marathon, or the annual benefit run that you’ve participated in for the past eight years. Maybe the run is nothing out of the ordinary—just your regular Thursday morning run. But, something gets in the way. Some problem arises that suddenly jeopardizes your plans. Where once the coast was clear, now there are obstacles in the way.

Defining External and Internal Running Obstacles

Basically, there are two different kinds of running obstacles. Sometimes the obstacles are from without: external obstacles. Your child wakes up with a fever and you cannot leave her. An ice storm has left the roads impassable. Your running shoes catch fire. Okay—this last event is improbable, but I mention it just to illustrate the point that sometimes situations outside your control arise that make running impossible for you. You’ll learn more about events of this sort later in the book, when we discuss issues runners face as a result of family commitments, injury, aging, or simply surprises that life tosses in the way.

This chapter focuses on obstacles to running that come from within: internal obstacles. These are the obstacles we create for ourselves. Whether you’re a seasoned marathoner who puts in forty or more miles a week, a casual runner who’s happy with a few 5Ks or 10Ks a week, or a newbie working to build a basic level of fitness before adding more miles to your routine, you will come face to face with motivational problems at some time or other. These dreaded sirens do their best to keep you in bed until it’s just too late to squeeze in a run before work. They call to you in sweet, melodic voices, telling you that you ran just the other day—what’s one missed run? In a seductive purr they remind you that you’ve had a busy day and deserve an evening off: you could pour yourself a glass of wine and unfold the newspaper you didn’t have time to read before rushing to the office this morning. We’ve all heard these siren songs before. Let’s look more closely at some of the common ones.

Examining Favorite Excuses Not to Run

Occasionally, runners find themselves in situations where excuses not to run are especially easy to find. They hang like ripe fruit from the branches, just waiting to be plucked. When these excuses dangle in front of your nose, they are almost impossible to resist.

Excuse Number One: Lousy Weather

I’ve been known to come up with some pretty creative excuses to avoid running when the weather is poor. Let’s say I’m lying between warm sheets, next to my wife’s warm body. The wind howls outside, causing branches to scratch against the window like mice clawing their way to the security of their nest. “Aren’t you going running?” my wife asks, curling herself more tightly in the blankets.

“Well,” I answer, “that was the plan, but I have a really busy day ahead and don’t want to wear myself out.”

“But you always say that running gives you energy,” my wife responds. And, of course, she’s right. One of the great benefits of running is that it does the exact opposite of wearing us out. I almost always run first thing in the morning. The rush a morning run gives me lasts well into the day, seeing me through the more tedious aspects of my job. The excuse I’ve just given my wife is lame, and she knows it. So . . . time to find another! “Actually, I’m meeting my boss for breakfast, and . . .” And what? I’ve started the excuse even before I can think how to end it. This is a sure sign that I’m fooling myself. I better think fast before . . .

“And what?” my wife asks. “You can’t go to breakfast after running? You can’t eat with other people after you run? You seem to do okay eating breakfast with me after you run.”

“Well, I’m likely to be thirsty, and I’ll drink a lot of water during breakfast.”

“So?” she asks, quite reasonably.

“And so . . . and so . . . And so my boss will think I have a drinking problem. That’s why I can’t go running this morning.” My wife stares at me as if she’s just coming to realize that she’s married a lunatic, and can you blame her? It’s no secret that people are very good at rationalizing their decisions. The simple fact is that I don’t want to go running in foul weather when I’m cozy in bed, and I’ll make up all sorts of stories to get out of it.

Maybe you’ve never come up with excuses exactly like ones that I’ve tried, but I bet you’ve come up with some doozies of your own. There is never any shortage of reasons you can’t run when the real reason is that you just don’t feel like running in unpleasant weather. Here’s where a Zen attitude can make the difference. Because Zen toughens your mind, because it creates a mind less vulnerable to temptations that are at odds with your plans to run, a little Zen philosophy can give you the boost you need when you find your motivation to run waning.

Excuse Number Two: Travel

As a professor, I travel quite a lot. It’s not unusual for me to spend thirty-six hours in Chicago, where I’ll deliver a lecture to a philosophy department, return home for a few days, and then fly to Vancouver, where I’ll attend a conference for three days. If you travel too, then perhaps you’re familiar with the extra burden that sometimes accompanies the thought of running while away from home. Perhaps your daily cycle has been thrown off by a time change. You’re new to your locale and haven’t the first idea which direction to run once you leave your hotel. Your diet, almost inevitably, is less healthy than the one you keep at home. All this change and uncertainty, at least for me, makes the thought of running much less appealing. What’s a traveler to do? Zen can help you meet the extra difficulties that travel brings to runners. There are mental adjustments you can make that will help you overcome the unease that travel sometimes brings to running.

Excuse Number Three: Workplace Stress

Another motivation sap comes from the preoccupations and stress that we all take home with us from work. The greatest stress in my life comes from deadlines that seem forever looming. For me, these deadlines often involve chapters I’ve agreed to write for an editor who is putting together a book, or they might be for lectures that I’ve signed on to deliver in a month.


From the Mouthsof Runners 

Eric 24 , Ohio “Excuses are easy. The main excuse I give is that it takes too much time. If it’s a busy week, or a busy day, a forty-five-minute run, plus a shower and the post-run laziness, ends up being over an hour. Still, once I get that run in, I never regret the time it’s taken. It’s often the best part of my day.”



Anxieties like these can drain your energy, making your feet feel like they weigh a hundred pounds each. When you feel like this, running is often the last thing you want to do, even though you might know, at some level, that a run would be the very best thing for you. Zen philosophy can teach you how to compartmentalize your worries.

Finding Motivation in Zen

Runners must often overcome those three internal obstacles in order to get their feet out the door and on the road. These are called internal obstacles because they arise from within. They come from our own weakness of will, or uncertainties, or anxieties. These anxieties can produce a feeling of malaise in anyone, and in runners this malaise manifests itself in a lack of desire to run. Let’s now see how a Zen attitude can help you find your way through all three of these familiar challenges.

Because Zen teaches mental discipline, it can be used to toughen your mind, making your mind resistant to the excuses that so often lay waste to a runner’s best-laid plans. The central concept that Zen offers for purposes like this is mindfulness. The practice of mindfulness will enable you to isolate the negative emotions that weaken your motivation, allowing you to avoid them.

Here’s an example. Although I’m originally from New Jersey, I now live in Madison, Wisconsin. On days when I’m homesick, Wisconsin seems like one of the most inhospitable places in the world. Temperatures in the winter can dip to twenty below zero. That’s without a wind chill factor. Summer days can top one hundred degrees, with humidity so high that even the trees look like they’re perspiring. Believe me, if I want to use the weather as an excuse not to run, there are plenty of people who would never think to question my resolve.

I like to run, but that’s not always enough on those bitterly cold winter mornings, when the sun is still hours from rising, when patches of ice on the sidewalk reflect the gleam of the streetlights. So, how do I get myself out of bed and onto the road? Here’s where Zen comes in. Let’s consider how a Zen attitude can help in this case.

Using Mindfulness to Change Your Attitude

So the wind screeches; snow blows against the window; you’re snug beneath your blankets. You could sleep in, but this is a run you feel you need to do. Perhaps you’re training, or perhaps you haven’t run for a few days and you’re worried that you’ll begin to lose your hard-earned conditioning. But knowing the importance of the run isn’t enough to get you out of bed today. You need to change your attitude.

Listing What’s on Your Mind

The first step toward overcoming your motivational problem involves a heavy dose of introspection. Suppose that you are like me and find your resolve to run quickly fading when the weather turns nasty. Look into your mind and try to list the reasons you have for not wanting to run. The list might look like this:

1. It’s dark.

2. It’s cold.

3. I’m comfortable in bed.

This process of bringing to the front of your consciousness each thought and emotion you have is an example of what Buddhists call mindfulness. Being mindful is being attentive to what’s going on in your mind. But, in fact, when you look more closely at what’s on the list, you might notice that the first two items are of a different kind from the third item. Being dark and being cold aren’t thoughts or emotions. Dark and cold are not things in your mind at all. They are things outside your mind. They are things in the world. On the other hand, being comfortable, the third item on the list, is something in your mind. Being comfortable is a way of feeling.

I hope this distinction between things in your mind and things outside of it is pretty intuitive. Obviously, things like tables, chairs, telephones, and snowstorms are not in your mind. What is in your mind, however, are thoughts about tables, chairs, telephones, and snowstorms. Being mindful means paying attention to your thoughts and emotions, and it is through mindfulness that we can overcome the thoughts and emotions that prevent us from running.

Distinguishing the World from Your Attitudes 
about the World

Thoughts and emotions aren’t the only things in your mind. Your mind also contains memories that can affect the way you think about things outside your mind. For instance, suppose as a thirteen-year-old you had a bad experience with a doll. Maybe you were alone one night after watching a horror movie about dolls that came to life and attacked their owners with spoons. The movie terrified you, and as you climbed the stairs to your bedroom, you kept looking over your shoulder to assure yourself that no spoon-wielding doll was creeping up behind you. You entered your bedroom, turned down your bedspread, and there, on your pillow, was a doll your little sister had thoughtfully placed there for you. From that day on, you could never look at a doll without reliving, perhaps only subconsciously, the terror you felt seeing the doll laid out on your pillow.

The biases that result from our experiences in the world cause us to misperceive things outside our mind. This is what happened in the doll example. Because of your past experience, you continued to see dolls as frightening, dangerous, or disturbing. But let’s say you pick up a doll today and consider it from a Zen perspective. The doll isn’t frightening. You look at it again. What do you really see? What does the doll look like once you see through your prior experience with dolls? The doll looks like nothing more than stuffed cloth, with red yarn for hair and buttons for eyes. That’s all there is to the doll. If it looks frightening, that’s because you are adding something to the doll that isn’t really there. This is obvious once you realize that other people enjoy dolls. They look at the same doll you see and, instead of recoiling as you might, they smile and take the doll into their arms. Properly speaking, the doll looks neither frightening nor cuddly. The doll looks like a doll. How you see the doll is a result of what’s inside you—your memories and experiences.


Zen Practice

Find something you have a strong aversion toward—such as a spider, mayonnaise, a photograph or painting, and so forth— and really look at it. Try to detach your feelings about the object from how the object really is. Determine how it is apart from your attitudes toward it.



Applying Mindfulness to Your List

Now let’s look again at the three-item list of reasons not to run:

1. It’s dark.

2. It’s cold.

3. I’m comfortable in bed.

Again, the first two items on the list, dark and cold, are not things in your mind but things outside your mind. But, because the first step toward taking control of your mind is to sort out what is in it, you need to rewrite that list so that it contains only things in your mind. Here’s a suggestion for how to do that:

1. I don’t like the dark.

2. I don’t like the cold.

3. It’s comfortable in bed.

See what’s happened to the original list? Where that list included things outside your mind, this list contains only things in your mind. Dark and cold have been replaced by attitudes you have toward dark and cold. Darkness is outside your mind, but your dislike for darkness is in your mind. Now we’re making progress.

Breaking Attachments

Buddhists have a name for the biases we have, such as in the doll example. They call them attachments. Attachments are unusually strong commitments that we make to particular beliefs and desires, and they are often what stand in the way of happiness and success. In the doll example, you became attached to the idea that dolls are frightening. Once you understand that you are attached to this idea, breaking the attachment becomes easier.

To break the attachment, you must ask yourself why you are attached to the idea that the doll is frightening. By now, you should understand that the doll is in reality not frightening—it is you who makes it frightening. Breaking this attachment is as simple as recognizing that the doll is simply a doll. If it frightens you, this is not because of anything the doll is doing, or any way the doll appears. It’s your choice to be frightened by the doll. So, stop! You can’t always control what’s going on outside your mind, but you often can control what’s going on inside of it. See the doll as it really is, and you’ll no longer be afraid of it.

Using Mindfulness to Help You Out of Bed

Now let’s tackle the case that really matters here. How do you get yourself to run when the bed is warm and the weather is cold? You must first realize that you suffer from attachments that prevent you from seeing the world as it really is. You are attached to the ideas that you don’t like the dark, that you don’t like the cold, and that you’re comfortable in bed. But, why don’t you like the dark and the cold? Why do you feel so comfortable in bed? Dark and cold are not intrinsically bad things. Warm beds are not intrinsically comfortable things. You are the one who chooses to dislike dark and cold, and you are the one who chooses to enjoy warm beds. Somehow you’ve managed to attach yourself to the ideas that dark and cold conditions are to be avoided. But dark is simply dark; cold is simply cold. Don’t let your attachment to the idea that you must avoid these things rule your life. The choice is yours. Let your attachments go. Get out of bed and face the world as it really is—not bad, not scary, not unwelcoming, just as it is.

Some of you might now be thinking, “Yeah, easy enough to say, but the problem is that dark and cold conditions are unpleasant. Beds are comfortable. That’s why it’s hard to make yourself get out of bed and run.” Believe me, I hear you. Zen takes practice. Giving up your attachments is not always easy. Fortunately, as a disciplined runner, you’re presumably not afraid of putting some effort into practicing. Remember when you first started to run and a mile seemed like an insurmountable distance? Then, when you were able to do a mile, a 5K run seemed impossibly far? Then, having mastered the 5K distance, you set your sights on a 10K distance that you never thought you could complete?

BUDDHA Says

In the sky, there is no distinction between east and west. People create distinctions in their own minds and then believe them to be true.

Zen training is hard. I didn’t simply wake up one dark and cold morning with the realization that my dislike for the dark and the cold was a choice I had made, an attachment that I had created and was now allowing to control my life. Instead, having learned about mindfulness and attachments, I started small and worked my way up—just like you did when you first learned to run.

Practicing Mindfulness

Try this. There’s probably a time of day that you don’t like to run. I’ve already told you that I like to run in the mornings. Sometimes I just can’t, and I’m forced to run in the late afternoon. Because I prefer morning runs, it’s harder for me to get myself to run in the afternoon. This is true even when the weather is fine; even, in fact, when the afternoon is nicer than the morning was. Knowing this about myself, I decided to begin my Zen training by deliberately not running in the morning. I wanted to give myself an opportunity to overcome a small amount of adversity. I prefer not to run in the afternoon, but it’s something I can do.

First Step: Separate Fact from Attitude

In my case, I listed all the reasons that I don’t like to run in the afternoon. Here they are:

1. I feel tired after a day at work.

2. I like to relax when I come home from work.

3. I don’t like having to run through rush hour traffic.

Now, make up your own list. Your list might be similar to mine, or maybe, unlike me, you like running in the afternoon but don’t enjoy morning runs. That’s fine. All I’m asking you to do now is come up with a list of reasons why you don’t like to run at some given time of day. Remember to make the items on your list consist of only things in your mind—thoughts, feelings, emotions, and so on. Being mindful means concentrating on what’s in your mind, not on what’s outside it. We can control what’s going on in our mind, but that’s not always true of things going on outside it.


ZEN Practice

Come up with a list of reasons that you don’t like to run at a particular time of the day. Once you have this list, think hard about each item, and try to separate the facts on the list, such as the fact that it is dark early in the morning, from your attitude about that fact.



Second Step: Identify Your Attachments

Next, I identified my attachments.

1. Attachment to the idea that I can’t run when I am tired. The first reason I don’t like to run in the afternoon is that I feel tired after work. But, why does this matter? Feeling tired should not by itself prevent me from running. I’m simply attached to the idea that I shouldn’t run if I feel tired. I’m not saying that I’m not tired when I return home from work— I’m simply saying that being tired is by itself not a good thing or a bad thing: It’s just the way I feel. I can choose to use it as an excuse not to run, or I can choose not to let it bother me. Of course, if I am so tired that I’m simply physically unable to run, that’s a different matter. But that’s never really true. I often spend the day sitting in front of my computer trying to write, or at a desk grading student papers. The fatigue I feel at the end of the day isn’t the kind that makes my legs wobbly. I’m able to run; I just tell myself that because I feel tired I shouldn’t run. But that’s not true. What is true is that I’m attached to the idea that I shouldn’t run if I feel tired. It’s that attachment I need to toss aside. The same is true with the other items on the list.

2. Attachment to the idea that relaxing is better than running. I do like to relax when I come home from work. That’s true. But it’s not true that because I like to relax, I should not run. There’s an attachment in there that I have to recognize. I’m attached to the idea that relaxing is preferable to running. But why is that? Relaxing is just that: relaxing. Relaxing is not intrinsically better or worse than running. If I prefer relaxing to running, that’s my doing. I have convinced myself that I should prefer relaxation to running. The choice is mine.

3. Attachment to the idea that traffic is bad. And what of the rush hour traffic? The reality is that there is rush hour traffic in the afternoon. Is this bad? How could it not be, you might wonder. But if you’re wondering this, you’re missing the point about attachments. Rush hour traffic is nothing more than what it is: lots of cars making lots of noise. Whether this is bad or good depends on your attitude toward it.
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