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For my father, Martin,


who supported every dream and cheered me on while I traveled.


And for my mother, Eva,


who envisioned a golden bubble around me every time she worried.




Mystical


1. Of or having a spiritual reality or import not obvious to the intelligence or apparent to the senses.


2. Of, relating to, or stemming from direct communion with ultimate reality or God: a mystical religion.


3. Enigmatic; obscure: mystical theories about the securities market.


• of hidden or esoteric meaning : a geometric figure of mystical significance.


4. Inspiring a sense of spiritual mystery, awe, and fascination: the mystical forces of nature.


• concerned with the soul or the spirit, rather than with material things : the beliefs of a more mystical age.1




Foreword


Through the bars of the stark Dubrovnik jail cell, I could see my well-worn backpack leaning against the wall. It looked as forlorn and out of place as I felt. I sunk down on the hard bed thinking that surely the floor was softer. Still, I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I realized, I was startled by the sound of a man clearing his throat. Looming over me, the Yugoslavian police chief was trying to talk to me again. To make up for the fact that I didn’t understand his language, this time he spoke slower and much louder. It was as if the louder he spoke, the more understandable his words would be to me.


As he banged out of the cell in frustration over my lack of comprehension, I thought about the journey that had brought me to this point. I had been backpacking and hitchhiking alone for three months through Europe. Already I’d explored the meandering canals of Venice, feasted on freshly caught fish in quaint seaside villages on the Mediterranean, hiked high into the Croatian mountains, and even been strafed by the guns of a military plane when camping alone on an isolated island in the Adriatic Sea that evidently was used for aerial target practice. I’d arrived in Dubrovnik late the night before and hadn’t been able to find lodging. Since I was exhausted, I decided it would be easier to find somewhere to stay during daylight hours, so I curled up on a park bench for the night and fell asleep, which is where I was found by the two policemen who hauled me off to their station.


Sitting in the cold cell, the gravity of the situation began to sink in and my heartbeat quickened. Although the political situation was stable in what was then called Yugoslavia, it was not uncommon for people to mysteriously disappear. As a budding journalist, when I met people, I asked questions about their lives. I asked about the politics of their country and what they felt about the current Communist regime. My mind began to spin. Maybe I had asked the wrong people questions. When you are traveling beyond normal parameters, sometimes it’s difficult to reconcile what is a real threat and what is fear based.


Eventually the policemen found someone who spoke English. They explained, through the translator, that they frown upon people sleeping in their parks, but they were also concerned to find a young woman on her own at nighttime and they wanted to help, so they decided to “put me up” in their jail. I apologized profusely for sleeping on the bench, and by the time I was released, everyone in the police station was smiling and we were all shaking hands.


When you embark on an adventure, there are no guarantees, but that is precisely why the journey can be so expansive. In Hannah Papp’s inspiring book, she talks about the adventures (and misadventures) that can occur while traveling and the profound insights that can ensue from these sojourns. Even though it was daunting to be hauled off to jail in a foreign country, it took me out of my normal, limited view of the world into a more expanded awareness. For example, even though I was only confined for a very short time, I now have a much deeper compassion for those who find themselves suddenly deprived of their freedom. And if I see someone sleeping on a park bench, I don’t make the automatic assumptions about that person that I might have made without this experience.


One of the greatest gifts of travel is that it allows us to step out of our comfort zones to see the world through the eyes of others. This has the added benefit of opening our eyes to the vast vistas that dwell within us, that might have been hidden otherwise. The Mystical Backpacker carefully introduces this idea that when we expand our views of the world, this expands the views we have of our own lives, which in turn, adds depth and richness to all of our experiences  .  .  .  even when we’re not traveling.


Stepping out of your comfort zone doesn’t mean you need to jump out of a plane with a parachute or spend a night in a Yugoslavian jail. Sometimes it’s the less dramatic experiences that can have the deepest impact. Many years ago while backpacking across Tuscany, an elderly farmer and his wife invited me to spend the night in their spare room. Their invitation was so sincere that I gratefully accepted it. The room was simple—stone floor, stone walls, and a hand-hewn wooden bed—but I slept deeply and fully beneath the feather comforter. Awakened the next morning by a chorus of birdsong and the crow of a rooster, I was invited to eat breakfast with the farmer and his wife on the terrace overlooking their vineyard. They served me fresh-squeezed orange juice from oranges on their tree, homemade bread, and robust scrambled eggs, which came from the chickens that scurried around the terrace.


Looking into the twinkling eyes and sun-wrinkled faces of the aging farmer and his white-haired wife, I felt like I had traveled back in time to a simpler era. I could feel the depth of their connection to the land. They raised their own food, made their own wine, grew their own olives, gathered salt from the sea and dried it on their roof, ate eggs from their chickens and tilled the soil in their garden. I could feel a gentle alignment with the cycles of nature in their approach to the land.


As I spent time with them, I realized that was something I was missing in my life. Growing up in United States, my family had moved about once a year, so I didn’t have a personal sense of place. The food I ate came from grocery stores, convenience stores, and fast food restaurants. It seemed normal because everyone I knew lived life at the same pace that I did. I didn’t have a connection with the food I ate and the land it was grown on. I didn’t know what I was missing until I experienced life through the eyes of the farmer and his wife. As the couple showed me around their homestead on a hillside in Italy, a seed was planted in my heart that bore fruit decades later on another hillside, halfway around the world, in the wine country of California.


Thirty years later, my husband and I bought land on the Central Coast of California. Our roots sunk deep into the land as we planted vines to make our own wine, grew olive trees to cure our own olives, planted a large organic garden, and built a chicken pen to house our chickens. As I look over all we have created, echoes of my time with the elderly couple in Italy fill my heart. It is as if their spirit has been overseeing our lives. As Hannah so eloquently explains in her book, embarking on my backpacking adventure so many years before had opened inner doors of perception that continue to reverberate in my life.


Every journey can allow you to connect more deeply to what’s important in life and open you to new ways of thinking about the world around you. Of course, there are risks on any sojourn, but I don’t believe that we’re incarnated to play it safe and live by the expectations and needs of others. I believe that we’re here to experience life in its fullness and to love deeply and fully, as well as receive love deeply and fully. And to do this means being willing to take risks. There are risks in embarking on a Mystical Backpacking journey, as there are risks in any kind of spiritual sojourn. But the benefits far outweigh those risks.


I’m so grateful for Hannah’s gem of a book. It harkened me back to my earlier journeys. As I read her words, my fire ignited and reminded me that at the end of life it’s better to fling your arms to the heavens with exuberant joy because of the adventures you’ve had—even if there were a few bumps along the way—than to have lived safely according to the dictates and the needs of others, without having allowed the sail of your soul to unfurl to the winds of fate.


In this book you are given step-by-step instructions to embark on a journey of the soul. Whether it’s taking an adventure in the next county or the next country, this book will show you how to live large and live fully. I hope to meet you on the road!


—Denise Linn






Hannah’s Mystial Travels
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Preface


There is a distinct moment in my life when I first felt that I had, as they say, arrived. I was twenty-six, sitting on a stone wall at the top of a mountain, looking out over the Spanish island of Mallorca, and in every direction the lapis sea embraced her sunny disposition, tickling her sides. The sun shone on my face, warming my heart. Behind me, the silent, calm energy of the fourteenth-century chapel washed over me, causing a deep peacefulness to settle within me. Friends laughed and chatted around me. My muscles rested from the climb up the mountain, and my stomach was full of roasted meat and potatoes and the homemade red wine we had feasted on at the restaurant halfway up the mountain. I felt saturated in a warm, calm happiness. Then, as though a revelation was upon me, I felt profoundly that I had arrived to this moment and that the moment had been waiting for me for some time. It had already been written into the story of my life, and I had managed to follow my destiny simply by breaking with tradition and listening to my heart, to the very place I was meant to be. From a small town in northern Ontario where I had started to feel that the answers would be found further afield to this point, many years and thousands of miles later, where I was now on top of the world, literally and figuratively.


This was a turning point. Silent and uneventful though it may have seemed to the onlooker, my world was being devastated and rebuilt simultaneously at its core, in the very place where it mattered most. My old life was falling away behind me and new possibilities were impregnated with a breath of life that made them actually possible. I could sing! I could sigh. I could live my life differently than I had been. My very thoughts had changed. This moment had, quietly, in the sweet breeze of a sunny blue day, rewritten my very beliefs in a way that no amount of reading or listening or secondhand experience could. I had climbed a mountain. I had torn asunder a belief. And now the sky was the limit. I could fly.


This moment exists for each of us.


Written into the story of your life, there is a moment when your plans can swing alarmingly into another direction like a sailboat jibing with the wind. All that is calm and peaceful, but heading in the wrong direction, is suddenly shifted with great excitement into a new direction, purposefully, by choice. From the shores of your life where friends and family observe your boat’s merry progress, this event appears benign; as mine might have to someone observing me sitting in the quiet afternoon at the top of a mountain trail. But from inside the boat, the experience is exhilarating, action-packed, and adventurous. All that has come before is now just the foundation for what will come after, rather than the sum total of your accomplishments.


After is new and shiny, ripe and crisp, seeded, budded, and growing your bright, bright future.


So, how do you find this moment?


Travel was an adventure I lived, but really, it was a vehicle for self-transformation. And that self-transformation has brought me here, to a much happier place. I’ve learned so much about the world around me, and I now know that even in the most foreign of places, our souls are mirrored back to us in a gesture, an expression, a line translated from a note scrawled on a napkin. Discovering the unknown—whether through journeying to a far-off country or an unexplored place closer to home—has the magical effect of forcing us to stand more in our truth than our stomping grounds can ever demand.


It’s hard to believe that I sat on that mountaintop fifteen years ago. So much has happened since then, but I know—I know—that it’s all very different from what would have happened otherwise. In sharing my adventure with you, I hope to inspire you to chart your own course to this very moment in your life: the turning point that puts you on your way to fulfilling the yet-undiscovered dreams of your soul.


Deep down, I think each of us knows what it is we want out of life, and we know how it is we will shine. It often doesn’t feel that way because our environments try their darnedest to bury that truth under the rubble and offal and weeds of experience. And to me, it’s fitting that Mystical Backpacking is about helping others to excavate their truth by way of climbing the mountain. It’s up to each of us to choose to live our purpose, or not, for buried within each of us, the truth of our purpose pulses magically, waiting to be brought to light.


I feel that I have always had this book within me. I may not have known the title or the cadence, but I’ve known the truth of it for as long as I can remember. The journey is yours, but together (via the exercises throughout) we will excavate layers of experience like spiritual archaeologists, seeking the knowledge buried over time. It’s taken me a long time to journey to this place, where now The Mystical Backpacker breathes its first breath and goes out into the world to live its own life. Just because we glimpse our purpose doesn’t mean we can take a shortcut to realizing it. We stumble and fumble and fail and succeed and step forward and retreat as we make our way into the future. Trying isn’t always pretty. Which is why so many people don’t.


If you would like to sink your arms into the mud and muck of seeking out your soul’s purpose and to climb your own mountains (literally and figuratively), then pull up a whoopee cushion and join me here at the kiddie pool. A veritable petri dish of life’s toughest moments and greatest highs await you. I will show you how to embark on a most delicious odyssey. You will be the hero of your life! You will save yourself. You will have so much fun! And you will cry. You will wail and moan and raise your eyes to the sky while calling out, “Why? Why? Why?” You will unearth the secrets of your soul and stretch them out to dry in the glare of the hot sun. You will heal. And in the end, your own mountaintop moment will occur, and the next phase of your life will begin to blossom as, step-by-step, you create a life in keeping with your destiny.


Every word that takes you there is my gift to you.


Embarking is the gift you give yourself.




Introduction


Any life, no matter how long and complex it may be, is made up of a single moment, the moment in which a man finds out, once and for all, who he is.


—JORGE LUIS BORGES


At the start of my journey, I had no money, no ideas, and no sense of direction. I was burned out. I had degrees, diplomas, and work experience. I had the stick-to-it-iveness to succeed at what I set my mind to, but so far what I had thought I wanted wasn’t turning out to be what I really wanted after all. It was rather disturbing to thus discover, by way of settling into the stagnant discomfort of what I had built and achieved, to realize it would not do. Intrinsically, I felt glad to be alive, but that feeling was diminished as I made my way through my days. My work didn’t thrill me. My social life didn’t thrill me. My home didn’t thrill me. My city no longer thrilled me. Each day was a task. Each day had to be gotten through. What was the point?


Let me be clear: I didn’t feel low. My situation felt low. While I could find reasons to laugh, enjoy life, and appreciate small things each day, I was dissatisfied with the overall state of affairs. And I didn’t have ideas for what would be better. Waiting for something else, coupled with dogged forward motion through my days, was the current strategy. What was I supposed to be doing with my life? Who was going to tell me? Who could show me the way?


I didn’t know then that adventure was just around the corner. I didn’t know that I would experience something so profound that I would describe it as mystical. I didn’t think I could afford a EuroRail ticket, let alone an odyssey.


June 1999


The kite drifts to the ground


two feet touch down


on the sidewalk


on green grass


on a beach


on a homeland


or a foreign soil.


Where do the feet touch down?


Only the kite is visible


and beyond it, the sky.


Two hands cling


effortlessly


waiting for the pain to claim them.


Windy


cool


quiet.


Just the wind


and dangling feet.


As the daughter of a lapsed-Catholic mother and atheist father and a fresh graduate with a master’s degree in history, I don’t think I was trained to go through the world with thoughts of mysticism on my mind. The Catholics I knew and loved experienced miracles as facts and repented daily for the sins embodied by the lives they actually lived. The atheists I knew and loved taught me to be good for the sake of being good if only because it was easier to live with oneself that way. And the historians I knew (some of whom I loved) seemed most pleased when they were disproving truths, for the truth is a mutable opinion rarely rooted in fact. In this repenting, Godless, untruthful world, ideas were hard to cling to and beliefs something to understand rather than ascribe to. The mystical aspect of my journey was more comforting to me than Catholicism, atheism, or academia had been. It was as though a cool and gentle mist of love, compassion, and understanding washed over me. Within this experience, I was comforted and led, never alone, never left dangling.


When I use the word mystical, I suppose it’s hard not to picture the sensational. Imagine a swami sitting cross-legged in his white toga while meditating on his third eye or a gap-toothed Carol Burnett dressed as a gypsy and hunched over a crystal ball, her bright scarves highlighting her hard-living appearance. The Greek mystics you might have learned about in school were members of mysterious religions, which in today’s terms (let’s be honest) definitely sound like cults. Let’s not go near the mystics! And of course, who could forget the hippies of the sixties who made love, not war, while ingesting all manner of psychedelic drugs (I’m picturing Jim Morrison in the desert, arms outstretched to the peyote-induced god in the sky) and referring to these trips as mystical. Mystical can seem inaccessible, most especially to us mere mortals sifting through real-world days.


Spiritual seems safer. We often read spiritual people as noble and generous and participating in advancing the human race. Spiritual people are Catholic (like Mother Teresa) or Hindu (like Gandhi) or Jewish (like Rabbi Isaac Luria) or Buddhist (like Bodhidharma). None of them are flying their flag solo, they all have a tried, tested, and true group of people who live the religion and make all that mystical stuff they did okay. But all those people I just mentioned are also famous mystics. Did you know that? Even Jesus was a mystic.


Mysticism is really about creating a personal connection with a higher power. It’s about using your intuition and personal experience to create a relationship with God, Spirit, Source, Universal Consciousness, Nirvana (whatever name resonates with you the most) and thereby gain a better understanding of your place in the world. It’s a stripping away of the ego at the same time as attaining a better understanding of one’s self. What’s perhaps most significant about mystical knowledge is that it is gained through experience. You can read about it in a book, but you can’t be taught it. While it isn’t separate from or in contradiction to one’s religion, it is an adjunct process that happens without the community. Your community may perhaps facilitate opportunities for you to become a mystic, but they can’t make it happen for you.


It’s been many years now since my mystical odyssey. At the cusp of the last century, I spent three years living abroad, and it was during this time that it happened. Altogether, I spent nearly three months backpacking, and for much of it I traveled alone, through Italy, Spain, Greece, France, Switzerland, and Austria, and crossed the Mediterranean by boat. On this adventure, I discovered my destiny. I came to know my soul and understand the yearnings of my heart. I explored the essence of my own being. I discovered new parts of the world, and I discovered a different version of myself than I had previously known: the stripped-down version that exists at the core of me. Most important, I experienced strange synchronicities and signs, feelings of ecstasy and enlightenment, things I can only describe as mystical experiences. They served to validate my thoughts and experiences, guide me in decision making, and comfort me as I questioned, pondered, discovered. Since then, I’ve returned to the everyday, and I’ve worked and moved and learned and traveled and had other adventures, but I’ve not forgotten the lessons learned on this pivotal adventure. They have shaped my actions in such a way that I have steadily embraced my dreams and have turned them into realities. Mystical Backpacking has never left me. It changed the very course of my life.


Of course, my mother wasn’t thrilled that I had chosen to traipse about by myself like a hobo with my meager belongings on my back. I don’t know that my grandparents would have approved either, had they been alive to offer their opinions. This was not something young women should do. But thankfully, this odyssey took place at the start of this century and the many doors that would have been closed to me in times past were now open, at least in theory. Let’s face it, for many men of the recent past, this type of odyssey would have been impossible as well. With no Great Depression to warrant riding the rails, riding them anyways usually meant you had gone off them.


Being alone and traveling alone isn’t typically celebrated in our culture. The family unit, the stable job with benefits, the groups, leagues, and clubs creating caste systems of belonging are still venerated and used to describe one’s accomplishments and thereby ascribe value to one’s worth. This is not to deride this system, for it certainly holds value to individuals and to society; without these groups, we wouldn’t have fundraisers and teams and awards and all manner of fun and community. But it is difficult to grow personally within these constraints. There is no I in T-E-A-M. Yet, does membership truly yield a sense of belonging or, more importantly, a sense of purpose? We are more connected to one another than ever before in human history. We are able to instantly tweet our location to our followers, to Facebook or Instagram our photos only moments after we’ve taken them, to send a note and have it received within seconds via email. In a world such as this, the concept of being apart from others is counterintuitive to the lives we actually lead. We are living rapidly, continuously defined by our latest post, our latest text. Yet, this instant connectivity can be absurdly alienating. Who has not felt the sting of having every call you place to a specific person go to voicemail, yet your text to them is responded to instantly? We are somehow farther apart in our closeness, which can be emotionally confusing.


Removing yourself from the group for a time is the most generous gift you can give your soul. It provides the opportunity for you to breathe without restriction, act without judgment, create without criticism. It provides the space, mentally, emotionally, and physically, for you to journey within, to the heart of the matter. The gift of solitary travel is that it affords you the time and space to sit with your true nature and come to know who you are. When your work or home environment do not define you, when your friends and family do not define you, when you are without these anchors that hold you to the life you live each day, then you are able to take your natural shape and see where you truly fit. You end up in unfamiliar places that challenge you to use your own self as a reference point and find stability anywhere you are.


You may be thinking that Mystical Backpacking sounds familiar. The process and desired outcome are truly about experiencing a modern-day interpretation of the traditional vision quest, which many peoples of the world have engaged in for centuries. To complete a vision quest, a person leaves his or her community to explore the world and to experience the divine. This act is believed to reveal one’s purpose in life. The person then returns to the community to begin to pursue that purpose.


Unlike vision quests, Mystical Backpacking is coupled with guided reflection exercises and journaling. Similar to them, Mystical Backpacking reveals inner truth and a clear way forward. You create space for your destiny to unfold before you, and you return to your community better equipped to contribute to it.


In some ways, this is the more difficult path. Mystical Backpacking is active rather than passive, assumes risk over security, and requires a dedication that can be exhaustive, especially toward the end of a long journey. But the joys, the experiences, and the adventure of it all are incomparable to any other kind of living. As I have embraced the challenges of this more difficult path and the joys afforded me as a result, I’ve become aware of something that saddens me. Many people experience grand adventures vicariously rather than firsthand. Many people haven’t actively engaged in the time and effort required to scale their inner mountains. Many people are too busy making a living to actually live.


There is an inner voice buried within each of us. It is the voice of our authentic self and speaks to us of our dreams and the directions we would like to pursue. As young children, it was the only voice we heard. That voice was then tempered and forged by the people raising us and the experiences we encountered along the way. As a result, it has become unrecognizable to us. Those of us who do still hear it often dismiss it, intellectualizing its primal urges as unnecessarily indulgent. We dispel the authentic voice’s power over us by finding its urges irrational and foreign, although these urges are in fact the most rational and self-knowing, self-revealing insights into the true direction of the life and challenges we are meant to face. By turning away from these dreams and directions because the pursuit of them frightens us, we are really turning away from personal growth, self-fulfillment, and opportunities for experiencing the divine.


Taking the first fearful step toward greater self-knowledge engages us in a process of learning and growth. We do not grow by doing what we know. We grow by doing that which is new. Engaging in the new by doing something, anything, for the first time, is frightening. Being frightened is humbling. Humility helps us to be vulnerable, kind, and open toward others. Kindness and openness help us better communicate with others and better equip us to recognize and receive the beauty of the world. Communicating with people and recognizing the beauty in the world help us to love the world and the people in it. Love helps us have greater self-awareness and, if we believe in a higher power, helps us communicate with this higher power and to feel the presence of that power in our lives. This entire process helps us find our paths in our lives. In pursuing our paths and fulfilling the dreams of our authentic voice, we find happiness. The answers are there. We need only to have the courage to experience finding them.


We all have a Mystical Backpacker inside of us, and I hope you access yours within the pages of this book. As an experienced Mystical Backpacker, I stand here like a roadside local, arm raised and finger pointed toward the place I think you may be looking for.


Part memoir, part guidebook, this book tells you about the places I’ve been on my journey, physically and metaphysically, that impacted me and provided opportunities for deeper self-knowledge. At the same time, you will engage in your own journey, your own odyssey, to embrace adventure and new experiences. The personal experiences I share along the way will resonate with the experiences you are having on your journey, and activities at the end of each chapter will guide you to places within yourself where you will unearth the layers of your thoughts and beliefs, thereby uncovering your own direction in life.


The book follows the chronological order of a trip (planning, preparing, embarking, returning, etc.), and is divided into two parts: first, the journey into the heart of the labyrinth of discovery, adventure, and self-discovery that is a Mystical Backpacking expedition; and second, the journey back into the “real” world, where you will learn to apply in your everyday life the many lessons and riches you’ve gained from your voyage. This book is meant to be experienced chapter by chapter, rather than jumping around. This way, the book journeys with you and you with the book. And whether you’re super freaked out about traveling alone or just want to share your experiences with others from time to time, the Mystical Backpacker website can be a resource for you as well: themysticalbackpacker.com. I balk to suggest any kind of social media resource on a sacred solitary trek but also can’t deny that information is a valuable commodity, most especially when you’re traveling alone! The website provides videos, meditations, suggested reading lists, music playlists, recommended activities and even a forum for leaving and reading messages left by other Mystical Backpackers—me included. Using the wealth of resources available at your fingertips is a way of staying connected to other soul travelers while having necessary information readily available and without losing entire days to planning. After all, you want to be free to experience! Once you return from your Mystical Backpacking journey, the site can also help you to find a community of Mystical Backpackers. It can be a wonderful experience to share stories and insights with kindred spirits as you create a life more in keeping with your soul’s purpose. Check out the Mystical Extras section at the end of the book for more.


While I can show you where to begin your journey toward feeding your spirit and embracing your destiny, I can’t take the journey for you. I will point out the road, but you have to travel it. In traveling, you reconnect with your spirit, and when you find your spirit, you find your place in the world. There is only one way to find your destiny, and that is to pursue it by participating in the life you want to lead.


There is never a perfect time to do this. You will never have the money you think you need. You will never feel brave enough to do it. You will always feel like embarking on your journey is something to be planned for, carefully and incrementally—something that someday might be possible far off in the future, but not now. Believe me, you’ve never been so wrong. Now is the time, the only time, and it’s as good a time as any. You will soon find that the responsibilities and burdens you were carrying weren’t as constricting as you had thought them to be.


As the Taoists say, a thousand-mile journey begins with a single step. You take this first step alone but know that many have walked this path before you, and many walk beside you now.
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PART I


Into the Wild Unknown
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1


What Exactly Is a Mystical Backpacker, and Do I Need to Become One?


We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.


—ATTRIBUTED TO ALBERT EINSTEIN


Before becoming a Mystical Backpacker, I would never have articulated that I needed to experience a vision quest or anything like it in order to find my way in life. Thoughts of such matters were furthest from my mind. Art, history, architecture, and poetry: these were the subjects that delighted my soul and occupied my mind. I had no romantic notions of living in the wild or communing with a higher power or experiencing anything transcendental—at least, not beyond da Vinci or Botticelli, Gaudi or Monet. The wild of the natural world was something I had left behind once I had my own apartment and no longer needed to go on camping trips to escape parental control. Not that I didn’t enjoy camping—I did. But cable and hot water were so much more enjoyable. And I wasn’t looking for spirituality either. I was far more drawn to the temples of art and history (the Louvre or Uffizi) than to the temple of a god. For me, churches were places for marveling at architectural accomplishments: flying buttresses and vaulted ceilings and great expanses of incensed air within which silent prayers ascended. Nor would I have chosen an experience that, at least in my home continent of North America, might be construed as an appropriation of a Native American tradition.


A wide range of cultures around the world engage in sacred journeys of self-discovery. Many First Nations peoples of North America call these vision quests, when a young man fasts and goes into the wild for several days and nights and experiences visions enlightening him of his life’s purpose.1 Amish teens are afforded the opportunity to break from the community before choosing whether or not to commit themselves to the Amish way of life, a period of time referred to as Rumspringa, which, literally translated, means “running around.”2 Aborigine boys engage in a Walkabout, and Buddhist boys in the Theravada tradition enter a monastery for a time (typically three months) to retreat spiritually and live as monks before rejoining their communities as adults. The African Babongo, Mitsogo, and Fang peoples of Gabon drink Iboga as part of their Bwiti religion.3 Modern users of Ayahuasca tea, found in the Amazon, seek their own enlightenment in performing the ritual (although this is not the historical reason for its use).4 In each case, the purpose is the same: to go on an individual journey, either into the wilderness of the wider world or by sacred ritual and to encounter the intangible experiences that reveal one’s purpose in life, one’s true calling. Also, the physical journey is always accompanied by a spiritual journey. When you are removed from your community, you are removed from your ego. No longer worried about what they might think, you are free to explore what you think. When your environment does not mirror, reflect, or define you, then you have no one to be but your true self.


In this modern age, the desire to know the “authentic self” impels us all to explore our thoughts and analyze our actions, perhaps more so than at any other time or place in history. Religion remains a barometer of moral worth, a compass, for many. Therapy, counseling, and support groups are all available to many of us in the modern Western world, and time on the couch is no longer stigmatized but rather is seen as a way of maintaining balanced mental health and tackling stressful situations in life.


What are missing from these modern processes are the actual physical journeys, the solitude acquired while separate from one’s community, and recognition of the mystical experiences afforded by such means. Would the journey away from our communities and the new experiences gained from this break benefit us mentally, emotionally, perhaps even spiritually?


According to some psychologists, the answer—at least in part—is yes. Dr. Julia Zimmermann and Professor Dr. Franz Neyer have conducted the most comprehensive study to date of students who have studied abroad. In their 2013 paper, “Do We Become a Different Person When Hitting the Road? Personality Development of Sojourners,” they found that students who had studied abroad—even for only a semester, about three or four months—were more open, more agreeable, and more emotionally stable than those who had not. Additionally, they scored higher in conscientiousness and extraversion than those who had not. In short, their emotional development was boosted by the experience.5 A similar study, conducted in 2010, found that people who lived abroad and had either adapted to or come to understand the cultural norms of another culture had a greater capability for creative thinking and problem solving than those who had not. These people, as a result of their experiences, are better at thinking outside the box. While these studies focused on students, it is interesting to find such significant personal growth result from relatively short experiences.6


Travel does not need to be lengthy and expansive in order for benefits to be gained. We also do not need to go far to realize our destiny or experience personal transformation. For so many people, even a “small” trip changes their lives forever. Take, for example, the story of a young woman studying to become a secretary at a Christian college in North Carolina who visited her sister in New York City during her school break. Her brother-in-law, a photographer, took her photo and placed it in his shop window. A young man, smitten with her image, saw it and suggested it be submitted to a movie studio. Within the year, the woman was called back to New York for a screen test and put under contract by MGM. Ava Gardner hadn’t even been trying to be a star!7 In fact, upon seeing her test, Louis B. Mayer sent a telegram stating, “She can’t sing, she can’t act, she can’t talk  .  .  .  she’s terrific!”8 And she was. The camera loved her. She had traveled only a few hundred miles away from home to meet her destiny on Fifth Avenue. This trip affected her life profoundly: whom she married, where she lived and worked, the very story of her life changed course. Which is not to say we’re all going to be discovered as movie stars when we visit our sisters, but to say that even the smallest of trips can afford the opportunity for a complete transformation to occur.


Now Ava wasn’t on a vision quest, per se. A vision quest is an exploration of the outer and inner planes. But her small trip was an adventure for her. It was beyond her comfort zone and outside her normal circle of existence. The small step she took unearthed tremendous shifts in her life. We celebrate such stories because the spirit of exploration and adventure is an inherent part of the human story. The possibility of striking it rich and changing our lives overnight is a wish that resonates with the human soul. Whether a Bedouin desert child who fantasizes about finding a genie in a bottle or a suburbanite who imagines winning a television singing program, we share the overnight success story as the ultimate adventure. And this is why we celebrate those who travel well beyond the small circles of experience and live life large: Annie Oakley, Sacagawea, Amelia Earhart, Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, Elizabeth Bishop, Neil Armstrong, Christopher Columbus, Nellie Bly, Marco Polo, Captain James Cook, Xuanzang, and Kira Salak, to name a painfully meager smattering of examples; the list is too exhaustive to cover, the age and geography of the world too expansive to represent adequately. Television shows celebrate the traveler (think Anthony Bourdain: No Reservations, Survivorman, An Idiot Abroad, etc.), while whole television networks, magazines, and entire sections of bookstores devote themselves to the subject. We like to hear about people living adventurous lives not just because we enjoy the stories that result or the voyeuristic aspect of secondhand experience but because they speak to places within us that also yearn for adventure.


Travelers and adventurers seem to exist outside of the box. They aren’t living in the same world as us mortals but seem to swoop in and out of our world as if gods from Mount Olympus. There is something daring and exciting about their transitory natures. In fact, the traveler is exempt from certain rules and obligations because of this: Amelia didn’t have to wear skirts, Sacagawea traveled while pregnant and continued to travel with her son after he was born, and Nellie wasn’t expected to marry someone before circumnavigating the globe. Allowances are made because the soul of the traveler is somehow different, perhaps even heroic. And we like heroes, because they inspire us to be the best possible versions of ourselves.


We perceive our heroes as having superior abilities, increased courage and discipline, yielding higher aptitudes for success. But I doubt you’ll ever find a real-live hero who describes himself or herself this way. Most heroes chalk their successes up to hard work and dogmatic persistence. They simply choose not to quit or give up. One of my favorite quotes is by Michael Jordan, a man known as the greatest basketball player of all time: “I’ve missed more than nine thousand shots in my career. I’ve lost almost three hundred games. Twenty-six times, I’ve been trusted to take the game-winning shot and missed. I’ve failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I succeed.”9


The truth is, we don’t need to look to adventurers and heroes as people separate from or better than us. We can choose to make our lives an adventure and to be the heroes of our own stories. Within each of us there is an adventurer waiting to be brought to light, a hero waiting for the opportunity to save ourselves from ourselves. So, how do we unearth these magical qualities?


Self-reflection and self-analysis benefit us. Travel benefits us. But the combination is powerful. In uniting the two, it is possible to create the right conditions for self-transformation. Mystical Backpacking occurs when you have the opportunity to marvel at, to learn about, and to experience the new one-on-one. It is in part an intimate dance, a long date, a love affair with the world itself and in part an intimate dance, a long date, a love affair with your truest self, the person you are at the core. Mystical Backpacking is a process by which you establish a relationship with the macrocosm of the world at large while experiencing a renewed sense of faith, connectivity, and personal relationship with the spiritual; a coming to clear terms with yourself is gained in the process. It’s not about athletic ability, physical strength, or mental aptitude. It’s about whether or not you have the insight to discover your purpose and the chutzpah to manifest it.
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