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DISCOVER HOW HIKING CAN BE A KIND OF SPIRITUAL PILGRIMAGE — CALMING OUR MINDS, ENHANCING OUR SENSE OF WONDER, AND DEEPENING OUR CONNECTION TO NATURE.


Evoking the writings of Gary Snyder, Bill Bryson, and Cheryl Strayed, Zen on the Trail explores the broad question of how to be outside in a meditative way. By directing our attention to how we hike as opposed to where we’re headed, Ives invites us to shift from ego-driven doing to spirit-filled being, and to explore the vast interconnection of ourselves and the natural world. Through this approach, we can wake up in the woods on nature’s own terms.


“Like John Muir, Chris Ives knows that going out into the natural world is really going inward. This book about pilgrimage is itself a pilgrimage: we accompany the author as he leaves civilization behind to enter the wilderness and encounter his true nature and original face.”


— DAVID R. LOY, author of Money, Sex, War, Karma


“Ives draws from his own Zen practice and spiritual hiking to encourage readers to taste the intimacy of encounter, transience, and the sacred.”


— PROF. STEPHANIE KAZA, author of Mindfully Green


“In this highly informative and personal account, Chris Ives helps us open up spacious vistas that deepen our lives. Along the way we receive rich lessons in Zen philosophy, lore, and practice.”


— TAIGEN LEIGHTON, author of Zen Questions
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Preface


A year before the publication of this book, renowned poet and ecological visionary Gary Snyder generously agreed to offer some words of comment. He crafted a short piece:


Hiking living


Standing, sitting, walking, lying. The “Four Dignities.” Every being with a body learns their life in there. The world is before us, and there are people who have walked it all. And then one can do it all just sitting. Knowing that you are truly breathing, and really walking – or sitting – or heck, lie down – makes it a pilgrimage. Gaining being, so that then one can let it go.


11. 12. 2017 


I thank Gary for this offering. With his reference to what Zen views as the four main bodily actions, he highlights how Zen extends beyond zazen — seated meditation — to all of our activities, including walking, hiking, living. He also points to how life itself can be lived as a pilgrimage.


I also thank the talented and gracious people at Wisdom Publications who have helped birth this book: Daniel Aitken, publisher; Lindsay D’Andrea, production specialist; Ben Gleason, production editor; Kestrel Slocombe, brand and marketing manager; Dana Guth and Alexandra Makkonen in the marketing department; and Josh Bartok, executive editor. Josh’s superb skills as an editor have made this a much more elegant book than I could ever craft alone.


I am indebted to Len Rosen and Jack LaForte, who read early drafts and provided discerning suggestions, and to hundreds of Stonehill College first-year students who in recent years have joined me in my exploration of pilgrimage in a core course on this practice in relation to religious views of nature.


The backpacking trip described here is a composite of a number of hikes up the Dry River Valley and on Crawford Path, both alone and with others. I thank my wife, Mishy Lesser; my nephew Josh Ives; my cousin Christopher Halsted; and my neighbor David Meshoulam for accompanying me on day hikes and backpacking trips there. I also thank my nephews Ryan Ives, Sam Moss, Max Moss, and Zack Moss for hiking with me on other trails in the White Mountains of northern New Hampshire.


I offer three bows to the Abenaki people, who have cherished those mountains as a sacred home since long before white Europeans — including my ancestors — occupied this land and imposed settler colonialism.


Any mistakes with plant identification or other details are the sole responsibility of the author.


I dedicate this book to Mishy, who with her wise and exuberant love has supported me on all of my journeys, both into the woods of New Hampshire and farther afield. I feel blessed to be walking the trails of life with her at my side.
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A solitary pilgrim over hills and streams, wearily rests against his stick.


The steep crags are covered with old moss, the spring day is long and slumberous.


—SENGAI (1750–1837)1


ONE DECEMBER AFTERNOON IN 1998 I rode the Keihan Line back into Kyoto after an outing to Fushimi Inari, a Shintō shrine dedicated to a rice god and famous for the Osaka businessmen who go there each New Year’s to drop 10,000-yen notes into the offering box, believing that these equivalents of 100-dollar bills will convince the deity to increase their profits. From the far wall of the train, a poster announced that in a few hours the monks on Mount Hiei would be performing a bonfire ritual for world peace, home safety, good health, and other things for which the faithful might be praying. Ever the fearless scholar of Buddhism, I decided in the moment to head up the mountain and check things out, blissfully disregarding the fact that my only layers were a lightweight shirt and cotton sweater.


I stayed on the train until the Demachi-yanagi terminus. We glided to a halt. The doors whooshed open. I zigzagged around slower riders to the end of the platform and up some steps to the ticket machines for the Keifuku Line, dropped in 450 yen, and snatched the ticket, knowing that the next departure was a minute away — no more, no less, for I was in Japan after all. I jogged through the wicket and boarded the “one-man,” a curious appropriation of English that referred less to the solitary conductor in his blue uniform than to the one-car train on which he worked. This rickety senior citizen of the railroad community rattled me through crowded neighborhoods in Kyoto’s northeast corner, with views of the Yase River, apron-wearing homemakers on bicycles, and the old capital’s few remaining farmhouses, throwbacks sandwiched between drab three-story apartment buildings and gaudy vending machines.


My fellow passengers were nine elderly hikers. Each was bedecked in clunky hiking boots, knee socks, wool knickers, safari shirts, neck towels, canvas hats, and sagging rucksacks.


I briefly wondered which hiker was least likely to make it back down the wooded slopes of the mountain — though hiking on Mount Hiei isn’t exactly a Himalayan expedition. After all, the sacred mountain is 26,253 feet lower than Everest. Even so, the graying day-hikers — especially the chalky-faced fellow fidgeting with a pack of Mild Sevens and a disposable lighter — didn’t appear to have the stamina that gets cultivated by serious climbers or the renowned ascetics I was heading up the mountain to see.


When we reached Yase, the one-man clanged to a halt. I walked quickly ahead of the booted retirees to get uphill and upwind of the cigarette smoke. Along the path to the cable car station, I passed a diminutive amusement park. Wintering in the shadow of the mountain, the merry-go-round and scrambler wore a gooey patina of mildew. A few steps beyond this bonsai version of Six Flags brought me to the bottom of the cable car.


Ten bucks’ worth of yen would get me up near the summit. Surprisingly, the hikers slid thousand-yen notes into the ticket machine, too. Despite all appearances, these elderly folks weren’t climbers but descenders.


As the cable car convulsed up an ungodly incline, I thought about my holy destination. On the top of Mount Hiei is Enryakuji, head temple of the Tendai sect of Japanese Buddhism. Renowned Buddhist thinkers like Dōgen (1200–1253) and Nichiren (1222–1282) spent their formative years as acolytes there, until they left and devoted their charisma to founding other Japanese sects.


Enryakuji was established in 788 by the monk Saichō with support from Emperor Kanmu, his patron. Kanmu’s relationship with Buddhism was ambivalent at best, for he had led his imperial entourage away from Nara to escape the older Buddhist sects, whose traditional support of the state had morphed into actually trying to take it over. Yet in 803 Kanmu backed a trip to China by Saichō, who returned with Tendai texts and rituals, which Kanmu believed could benefit Heian, his new capital at the foot of Mount Hiei.


Upon his return, Saichō strengthened Enryakuji as the head temple of Tendai in Japan, and in return for supporting these efforts Kanmu obtained religious and political boons: rituals done at the monastery would not only secure the emperor’s salvation but ward off unseen dangers. Mount Hiei juts up northeast of Heian, now called Kyoto, and that direction is the “demon’s gate” through which evil spirits and misfortune enter Japanese lives. Traditional homes have no doors or windows facing the northeast, similar to how New England saltboxes face south or southeast so their low-sloping back roofs can block cold winds from the northwest. By setting up his capital with a large mountain to the dangerous northeast and capping off this defense with monastics doing protective rituals near the summit, the emperor could keep malevolent spirits from disrupting imperial affairs.


Over the centuries, Enryakuji’s job description expanded beyond guard duty. In its prime, the monastery ran pawnshops, extended loans, managed tax-exempt estates, and offered a safe haven to members of the imperial family who had ended up on the losing side of succession battles. The princes who took refuge in its halls became monks, as did others who needed to escape from society. Together with lay monastic workers, many of these renunciates were armed with swords and halberds by their superiors, and whenever the emperor or his officials enacted policies that posed a substantial threat to the interests of the monastery, the abbot would send hordes of these monastic warriors down into the city. They usually shouldered a mikoshi, a portable Shintō shrine, enlisting support from the deity temporarily enshrined within it. Once in the capital they would plunk the mikoshi down in a strategic spot until they got their way — a kind of sacred extortion.


For over seven hundred years, Enryakuji was so engaged in political activism like this that in 1571 the warlord Oda Nobunaga, having occupied the capital, dispatched his armies to scramble up the brushy slopes of Mount Hiei and torch the monastery’s 3,000 buildings — along with most of the monks inside.


At the end of the cable car line, one glance at the rusted gondola that was waiting to take me the rest of the way up the mountain was enough to pique my interest in a wide trail off to the side. I hiked the rest of the way, about a mile, through tall cedars. The trail delivered me to a parking area below the main buildings of the monastery. The scene there was not what one encounters on the weekend, when the lot is filled with young couples in tinted-window Nissans seeking a romantic spot on a drive. Rather, waiting for me was a cordoned-off area with tables, a roaring bonfire, and a large ritual in full swing. Voicing incantations and moving their hands in symbolic gestures, the priests were burning small slats of wood on which people had written prayers. Central to the esoteric strands of Japanese Buddhism, this goma fire ritual consists of an array of chanted mantras, mudras, and, when done inside a temple, mandalas.


But even with its solemnity and roaring flames, the ritual wasn’t the main attraction. What pulled me and several thousand Japanese tourist-pilgrims to the upper reaches of the mountain were the officiants. The ritual was being conducted by a squad of monks in formal robes, the most prestigious of whom were “marathon monks,” dedicated ascetics who had completed the grueling practice of circumambulating the mountain on circuits as long as fifty miles every day for 100 days, or in some cases for a total of 1,000 days divided into 100- and 200-day chunks over seven years. On each of the days, the monk rises soon after midnight and performs a Buddhist service for an hour. Then, after a simple repast of rice balls and miso soup, he dons white leggings and robes, puts on straw sandals, and sets out on a prescribed course around the flanks of the mountain.2 As he walks or, more accurately, jogs along the wooded slopes — or on certain days, through Kyoto — he stops at hundreds of shrines, tombs, statues, rocks, trees, springs, and waterfalls, and chants a prayer or mantra at each.


On the far side of the parking lot, our sacred space for the day, the hardened monks, shaded by a striped canopy tent, sipped water or puffed cigarettes. Out in the sun, tourists shopped for amulets, postcards, books about Mount Hiei, incense sticks for their home altars, and prayer slats to be burned by the monks. Food stalls hawked a milky sweet sake called amazake, hand-sized rice crackers, and soft drinks. Overlooking the scene was a twenty-foot cement statue of Saichō, about as subtle as the sculptural beast called El Gigante that juts from the rocks at Cinque Terre on the Ligurian coast of Italy. Every hour or so the monks emerged from the tent to repeat the ritual for the next busload of tourists.


A friend in Kyoto once told me about a speech by a marathon monk who had completed the 1,000-day austerity twice, a feat that may never be surpassed. Speaking to college students, Yūsai Sakai made little mention of meditation, attaining high states of consciousness, or communing with nature — none of the stuff that brings most people to the Eastern Religions section of your local bookstore (if you still have one). Rather, he came off as a drill sergeant, telling the students to toughen up, delay gratification, and persevere in their endeavors. Brass-tacks mainstream values or, to the Japanese steeped in them, “common sense.”


I had first come to Japan in 1976 with notions that Japan would be exotic, mysterious, and mystical in contrast with the militarized and materialistic culture I had left behind. Back then, on my visits to Mount Hiei and other sacred sites in Japan, I sought things untouched by smog and mini-malls, rarefied, like the hermitages tucked under crags in Sesshū’s landscape paintings.


The Japanese stepping off a blue tour bus there in the parking lot seemed untouched by the sublime. They hurried over to the fires, squeezing the ritual into their tight schedules. They paused long enough to take advantage of the photo op and a chance to secure success or better health or a new car by tapping into the power and merit generated by the monks’ austerities. Then the uniformed guide with white gloves waved her flag and they scrambled back onto the bus.


Such is snapshot tourism, not limited to that sacred mountain or even Japan. Nibbling at surfaces, in a bubble with tour guides, safe food, and little need to speak with the locals, too many of us choose to travel this way. Around the world, post-modern tourists check sites off the list of the thousand places to see before they die, oblivious of their carbon footprints, nudged onward by advertising blasts like the one that had caught my eye earlier in the day on the limited express from Osaka.


In Japan, this type of tourism encompasses religious traditions that have been commodified for easy consumption, especially now in the midst of an ongoing nostalgia boom. For decades, alienated urban Japanese have been seeking their cultural roots, often on excursions to agrarian hinterlands, marketed by railroads as “returning to one’s hometown” (furusato-gaeri). Of course, this advertisement of a golden age of communal farming in lush valleys deftly elides the grinding poverty of peasants in past centuries. Ostensibly core components of Japanese culture — rice, sushi, bathing — have a spotty past. Through premodern history most Japanese never ate white rice, never tasted raw tuna on vinegared rice balls with wasabi, and never indulged in nightly soaks in a family tub. Growing rice only to pay oppressive taxes, peasants struggled to survive on rougher grains like millet and sorghum. And their tub was often the closest stream.


As I sat watching the tourists get back on their bus, I realized that evening commitments wouldn’t afford me enough time to hike down the mountain. I walked over to one of the stalls and bought an amulet, possibly blessed by Sakai himself. I then headed to a nearby public bus terminus to catch a ride down to Kyoto, the amulet in my pocket giving me a vague sense of security on the cusp of tight curves. I got a window seat and gazed out to the side, diverting my attention from the Japanese on the bus. I felt embarrassed, to no one in particular, for taking the easy way back to the city.


A few minutes down the mountain we passed the graying hikers. They stood in a half-circle at a shrine where a trail cuts across the road. Several of them were wiping their faces with hand towels, while the rest were in prayer, rosaries dangling off their wrists. When the bus swung around the next curve, I looked back over my shoulder, just as they disappeared into the forest, continuing their pilgrimage while I barreled along on the asphalt.


THIS TRIP UP TO ENRYAKUJI GOT ME THINKING about pilgrimage to sacred mountains and how hiking itself can be a form of pilgrimage. It also led me to reflect on the broader question of how to walk on trails or simply be outside in a meditative way, how to deepen one’s connection — a lived, conscious connection — to nature.


As a scholar, with that peculiar attachment to defining terms that is typical of my profession, I later crafted a definition of pilgrimage. Here it is: “journeying from one’s home to a distant sacred site, with encounters and challenges along the way, for the purpose of getting close to something powerful and gaining a benefit, whether a religious experience, peace of mind, healing, a solution to a problem, or even salvation itself.” The etymologist in me dug around in Webster’s and found that the derivation of pilgrimage is peregrinus, Latin for “foreigner,” from pereger, “traveling abroad” (as peregrine falcons do), a term that can be further broken down into per, “through,” and ager or agr, “land.” A pilgrim hence engages in peregrination, wandering across the land as a foreigner. One who saunters like this is sans terre, without ground or home, and may even end up in sainte terre, holy land. Zen might equate this with fujū (不住), “no residence” or “nonabiding,” when, through nonattachment, we avoid getting stuck and hence can move more freely through life.


In such movement a pilgrim sets out from home to cross the land or an ocean to a distant site believed to be sacred, powerful, or spectacular and hence impactful. Perhaps the place is famous for divine revelations, like Mount Sinai, where a deity called out to Moses through an oddly burning bush and later in the Exodus narrative gave him the “ten utterances,” or the Grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes, where the Virgin Mary appeared to Bernadette in 1858. The destination could be a place that elicits a sense of divine presence, such as St. Catherine’s Monastery at the foot of the mountain deemed to be Mount Sinai, the Kaaba in Mecca, the Western Wall in Jerusalem, the Ganges in Varanasi, or Mount Wutai in China. Pilgrims may also go to the site of a famous religious experience, like the tree under which the Buddha awakened. Pilgrimages may take believers to places connected to prominent figures in their faith, such as Golgotha inside the Church of the Holy Sepulchre; Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain; the tombs of the patriarchs in Hebron; the Jetavana near Śrāvastī, where the Buddha laid low during rainy seasons; Mount Mercy, where Muhammad gave his last sermon; or the outcropping under the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem from where Muhammad ascended to heaven on his Night Journey and on which, according to Jews and Christians, Abraham nearly sacrificed his son Isaac.


In Japan, pilgrims head to sacred mountains like Hiei or to Buddhist temples and Shintō shrines that house deities who can confer blessings. One of the most famous Buddhist pilgrimages is to thirty-three temples near Osaka and Nara that are dedicated to Kannon and the thirty-three forms in which she has appeared to help people. Kannon, known in China as Guanyin, is the East Asian version of the bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, whom Tibetans view as male and believe is incarnated in each of the Dalai Lamas. The two Sino-Japanese characters for Kannon connote how she “discerns the sounds” of suffering in the world. This compassionate figure is sometimes represented iconographically with a thousand arms, which are equipped with eyes in the palms of their hands as they radiate outward like peacock plumage. The eyes represent insight into the specific circumstances of anguished beings, while the hands symbolize this bodhisattva’s compassionate outreach — her lending a hand — to those beings.


Regardless of the religion, pilgrimage takes the seeker away from daily life. In his classic, The Ritual Process, anthropologist Victor Turner describes how rites of passage move through three stages, and his framework applies to pilgrimages as well. The first stage is separation, when the initiate or pilgrim takes leave of society and all the roles, rules, constrictions, and worries. Then, in the second stage of ritual activity, the person enters liminality, from the Latin word limen, “threshold” or “border,” related to the Greek word leimōn, “meadow.” In the liminal realm, ordinary life has been bracketed and the person is now either in transition between two social states — as when a male initiate is in an ambiguous zone between boy and man — or simply in a time or place that is set apart from normal life. Once pilgrims have left the structures of ordinary social interactions and entered liminality, they exist in what Turner calls “antistructure.” Status distinctions in normal social structures are absent, as pilgrims carry few possessions, wear simple garb, take an attitude of humility, and do the same things as their fellows. This marginal realm is usually austere, calling for abstinence, self-sacrifice, and perseverance through fatigue and pain.3


The leveling of people apart from ordinary social life may lead to communitas, an ecstatic sense of communion with others, as seen when Lourdes pilgrims walk in the nightly candlelight procession singing the praises of Mary, when two million pilgrims walk from Mecca to the Plain of Arafat, or when Red Sox devotees sing “Sweet Caroline” at Fenway Park. Scholars have recently pointed out that pilgrims, with their differing backgrounds, expectations, and interpretations of the pilgrimage, may not congeal to the extent that Turner claims, but at the very least pilgrims share the belief that their journeys will transform them.


When transformation does occur, it may derive less from the sacred destination than from the time spent in the liminal state, away from ordinary life in society. Carol Winkelmann writes, “The power of pilgrimages extends largely from the experience of liminality — the tenuous, transitory nature of travel, the fleetingness of time, the unfamiliarity or expansion of space, the unmooring of identity from its usual tethers. The travel itself becomes a metaphorical journey of self-realization.”4 The transformation also derives from openness and sustained curiosity. “What matters most on your journey,” Phil Cousineau tells us, “is how deeply you see, how attentively you hear, how richly the encounters are felt in your heart and soul.”5 Or as Huston Smith puts it, “openness, attentiveness, and responsiveness are the essence of pilgrimage.”6


Turner terms the third and final stage of the ritual process “reaggregation.” Initiates and pilgrims return to ordinary life in society, changed, with new insights, stories, and status.


Like rites of passage and other forms of ritual practice, traditional pilgrimage is usually grounded in a belief that there is something sacred that exists apart from day-to-day existence, and that we can draw closer to it when we go to power spots, the thin places, or better yet, the thick places, where that higher reality has manifested itself in all of its power in the past and may very well do so again in the present. In their yearning to get close to the sacred, pilgrims typically try to touch something related to it, whether the black stone in the eastern corner of the Kaaba, the walls of the grotto in Lourdes, or the Green Monster in Fenway Park.


Though some pilgrims may think, “I’m going to see where God appeared,” in some cases the pilgrim is journeying to be seen by divinity. In India, this is darshan, about which Diana Eck writes, “The central act of Hindu worship, from the point of view of the layperson, is to stand in the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s own eyes, to see and be seen by the deity.”7 Apropos of what we just noted about touching, Eck also writes, “In the Indian context, seeing is a kind of touching.”8


Some pilgrims are trying to reconnect with the sacred or something that has been lost. This reconnection is a central goal of the spiritual quest if not religion in general. As implied by its derivation, religare, “re-link,” we can construe “religion” as hooking back onto our source, whether God, the Dao, the Great Spirit, or the natural world. Linguistically, religion is kin with a crucial connector on pilgrimage: the ligaments that hold our joints together as we walk.


The longing to reconnect — or simply connect more deeply — with the divine can morph into an intense desire, as seen in the passion of mystics, whose writings abound with imagery of sensual love. The Song of Solomon includes lines like “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth!” (1:1),9 “Upon my bed at night, I sought him who my soul loves” (3:1), and “I held him, and would not let him go until I brought him into my mother’s house, and into the chamber of her that conceived me” (3:4), which theologians over the centuries have tamed by interpreting them as referring to the soul’s communion with God or Christ’s love for the Church. But that’s the theologians’ view — mystics themselves often talk about being the bride of Christ. Granted, for Christians this imagery is metaphorical, not physical, but it does position the mystic in the realm of eros, in contrast to agape, the unconditional love expressed by Christ.


Despite the disparagement of the body in many religions, including strands of Christianity that are steeped in the Hellenistic split between mind and matter, spirit and flesh, the body is crucial to pilgrimage, and to religious rituals, which are replete with physical imagery, referring not only to kissing and sex but to pain and pleasure, hunger and eating, death and rebirth. Not surprisingly, scholars of ritual have pulled heavily from Freud’s theories about how libido, sublimation, repression, and projection play themselves out in dreams, works of art, belief in patriarchal gods, and yes, rituals.


Moving their bodies to sacred sites and contacting higher powers, pilgrims gain benefits. They may get healed, whether in the Ganges at Benares or chilly baths fed by the miraculous spring at Lourdes. They may believe that the pilgrimage will grant them success in a future venture or empower them to help others upon their return to their communities. Their faith may be renewed, and their commitments deepened. They may find acceptance if not forgiveness, whether from Kannon, Mary, Durga, or other caring beings. In this way, they get rejuvenated and renewed — made younger and fresher. Pilgrimage may also help them realize that while they may be in anguish, ultimately it’s all okay.


LACING UP BOOTS AND HEADING INTO THE MOUNTAINS, or simply going out for a walk, is, for many of us, a form of pilgrimage. As hikers we take leave of our daily lives: routines, work, stress. We separate from our normal roles and social obligations. We extricate ourselves from strip malls, gas stations, fast food, and technology. We simplify our possessions down to the “ten essentials.” As we hike away from the trailhead, we unplug. We go off the grid, away from “civilization.” On the trail, in a liminal state, most of our normal social markers have been stripped away as well, for we are all grunting under packs and sweating in similar clothes. Granted, gear freaks with wealth may have snazzier parkas and more bells and whistles on their packs, but we’re all peeing under the trees.


Hikers, like pilgrims, are fully embodied. We walk, dirty, with thirst and hunger. Keeping our legs moving, one step at a time, we persevere through blisters, scrapes, sunburn, and sore shoulders. Physical challenges are part of the austerities that hikers share with the religious seekers walking the road from Albuquerque to Chimayo or circumambulating Mount Kailash in Tibet.


But hiking, like pilgrimage, isn’t always somber. The pain is leavened with joy. As Gary Snyder reminds us, “The wilderness pilgrim’s step-by-step breath-by-breath walk up a trail, into those snowfields [of the high country], carrying all on the back, is so ancient a set of gestures as to bring a profound sense of body-mind joy.”10 Though our bodies ache, our ears are cleansed by the sound of streams whooshing by and wind sighing in the treetops. Our noses savor the smell of pine sap. We feel wonder as we gaze at the Towers of Paine in Patagonia, the sheer cliffs of Yosemite, the massive blocks of ice in the Khumbu Icefall, or the plunging waterfalls of Kauai. And it’s not only dramatic spots: we can savor the pleasure of seeing twisted spruce branches above tree line, micro-jungles of moss at the base of old hemlocks, copper lichen presenting itself in quiet glory, and the sedum spreading beside our front steps. We may even find ourselves in ecstasy — from the Greek ekstasis, “standing” (histanai) “outside” (ex) — as we rise up and out of ourselves on summit ridges. When hiking with others, our spirits get lifted by other liminal moments: playing pranks, jumping naked into tarns, sitting in a circle around a fire telling scary stories, piling into tents.


Like the religious pilgrim, on the trail we can connect (or reconnect) with something larger than ourselves, maybe even something we deem sacred. About backpacking and other activities — sailing, kayaking, gardening, peeling garlic, sitting in meditation — Snyder writes, “The point is to make intimate contact with the real world, real self. Sacred refers to that which helps take us (not only human beings) out of our little selves into the whole mountains-and-rivers mandala universe.”11


Then we return. Emerging back at the trailhead, we feel satisfied (ideally), maybe even cleansed. We may feel vividly alive in our sore bodies. An hour later we may find ourselves bombarded by the fluorescent lights in a supermarket as we forage for munchies, and at that point we may realize for the first time how calm and quiet we became on the trail.


Then we cross the threshold back into our homes. Returning to familiars and routines, we may find ourselves feeling more confident, better able to persevere through discomfort and hassles. We may see with greater clarity what really is important. We may discover new gratitude for hot showers and refrigerators, while at the same time missing the simplicity of the trail and the towering hemlock snag halfway up to Asgaard Pass.


WILD NATURE AND MOUNTAINS HAVE ALWAYS CALLED ME. As the son of a scoutmaster and hence a Boy Scout mascot from kindergarten, my imagination was first drawn to nearby Mount Tom and Mohawk Mountain in the Litchfield Hills, then farther up the Berkshires to Bear Mountain in the northwest corner of Connecticut. After seventeen years of hiking these hills, I moved to the northern terminus of the Berkshires, where as a student in Williamstown I explored Mount Greylock, the Taconics up behind Hopkins Forest, and the Green and White Mountains to the north, linked by the Appalachian Trail as it meanders through New England.


One summer, after helping the Atlantic Cement Company turn quarried limestone into Portland cement at a plant south of Albany, I did my Jack Kerouac imitation, heading out on the road with my thumb and a Greyhound Ameripass. I hiked up beyond the Flat Irons in Boulder while visiting the Naropa Institute in its first summer, scampered up and out of Yosemite Valley into the backcountry, hiked the wilderness beach strip on the west side of the Olympics, and traversed alpine meadows above Banff.


After college I headed to Japan and explored other heights at Myōshinji, one of the head temples of the Rinzai Zen sect. During my year outside Osaka and four years in Kyoto, I bushwhacked the tangled slopes of Dog Cry Mountain (Inunaki-san) in the Izumi range and Mount Hiei out behind my hillside flat in Kyoto. My motorcycle took me to Kurama down on the Kii Peninsula, Mount Hira in Shiga, Daisetsuzan volcano in Hokkaidō, and trailheads below Tateyama and other peaks in the Japan Alps.


Zen study led me to join a mentor, Buddhist philosopher Masao Abe, in Claremont, east of L.A., up against the San Gabriel Mountains. Six years in grad school there afforded hikes up Mount Baldy and San Gorgonio, and jaunts to Joshua Tree, Death Valley, the Sierras, and beyond. In 1983 I took a semester off and headed to the Himalayas. A flight from Kathmandu to Lukla on a STOL plane — “short takeoff and landing” — set me up for a trek up through Solu-Khumbu. I hiked past the mega-Matterhorn glory of Ama Dablam and up Kala Patar to get an unobstructed view of the pyramidal crown of Everest, the sheer north face of Nuptse, and the Everest base camp at the foot of the terrifying Khumbu Icefall.


Even after mountains of that scale, the Cascades held my curiosity and awe for fourteen years after I moved from Claremont to Tacoma for a teaching position at the University of Puget Sound and frequent hikes and backpacking trips. I feasted on the glaciated slopes of Rainier and Baker, the vertical thrust of Boston Peak, the alpine landscape above Asgaard Pass in the Enchantments, and the old-growth rainforests below Mount Olympus, Anderson Pass, and Upper Lena Lake. And on a journey to Europe that I tucked in between research trips to Asia, I traipsed among the Alps.


Now back in New England for the past fourteen years, with crackly knees and sore back, I hike in the White Mountains or head out west from time to time to the Maroon Bells, Mount Edith Cavell, the slot canyons of Escalante, or the cliffs of Zion.


THIS BOOK IS A REFLECTION ON HIKING AS A FORM OF PILGRIMAGE, especially in relation to Buddhist religious endeavors in the mountains. It is also an attempt to put into words some of the inklings and practices that have emerged on my trips into “the woods.” I hope to sketch a particular way of being in nature, or more exactly, a way of being nature, as well as a way of integrating the fruits of the trail back into our ordinary lives. Though my main focus is on the spirituality of hiking, I offer this book in the hope that it can help us realize our embeddedness in nature and, ultimately, realize ourselves as nature, expressing itself in the shifting form that is our mind/body, as we hike in the Alaskan wilderness, walk down the street in Boston, or travel along other stretches of our lifelong pilgrimages in this vast and beautiful world.
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