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Introduction 
 

I believe that humanity is at a crisis point where we need to find a way to live more in harmony with the rest 

of the existence, and simultaneously become more connected to our inner nature - a way of healing both the 

planet and ourselves, both on a physiological and a psychological level. We often treat ourselves recklessly, 

consuming foods that make us sick, and medication that causes even more complications. What we see 

externally in the world is a reflection of our internal condition, and with climate change worsening and 

environmental degradation and destruction increasing, we need an alternative view of our place within the 

whole. Many of us are disconnected from our place within the natural world, some even suffering from a 

condition called ‘nature deficit disorder’ – defined as a condition where people “feel alienated from their 

environment, and can become more vulnerable to negative moods or reduced attention span” (Louv, 2013). 

 

 This dissertation intends to explore the methods that we can use to reconcile our relationships both with 

ourselves, each other and planet Earth. To adopt a more holistic perspective, and to develop a natural cure for 

a sense of disconnect that many of us feel in this modern era. In accessing higher states of consciousness 

through sports such as trail running, it can be possible to transcend our egocentric state of being; into a more 

eco-centric way of living. This also holds the possibility for encouraging environmental protection through 

connecting with nature, and a rediscovery of a non-religious form of spirituality; in the sense where we 

become re-aligned with a larger purpose and interconnectedness which we have lost touch with. Our senses 

have become overloaded with meaningless stimuli, endless streams of distractions which take us further 

away from the truest aspects of ourselves. Getting out into nature and challenging ourselves through physical 

pursuits can serve as a method to re-align us, to quiet our noisy minds, and to ignite a sense of appreciation 

for the beauty of our planet. Many athletic people associate their love of sports with being in what is called a 

‘flow state’, which is defined as an “optimal state of consciousness where we feel our best and perform our 

best” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). The mental state of flow involves: 

 
Being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, 
movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is 
involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost. (The Flow Centre, 2018) 
 

It is my experience that accessing this state of consciousness can have a profoundly healing effect on us, and 

is something that is often a result of being present to the overwhelming beauty of nature. In Eastern traditions 

such as Taoism, it is perceived as something that is ever-present - yet we often cut ourselves off from the 

natural flow of life. Many people are rediscovering in our modern society that there is a vast intelligence 

which is far greater than us at play.  

 

When our senses are heightened through physical exercise, the heart rate is elevated and our breathing is 

deep; we develop an acute awareness of the miracle of our existence. This in turn can lead to a desire to 

protect the natural world which we have emerged out of, by cultivating a much deeper appreciation for it. In 



our modern era we have become too accustomed to comfort and have lost contact with the primordial self, 

we have been taught to avoid seeking challenge and discomfort; and in the process have begun to regress in 

terms of our ability to endure. I consider outdoor and endurance sports to be a form of ecotherapy, and 

something that can have a profound impact on both our mental and physical health. According to Howard 

Clinebell, who wrote a 1996 book on the topic, “ecotherapy” refers to “healing and growth that is nurtured 

by healthy interaction with the earth” (Clinebell, 2016). Using sports such as trail running can be a 

profoundly beneficial tool to bring us back into alignment, with ourselves, each other and the planet. We’ve 

been taught that the natural world can be manipulated and exploited for our own needs, but in these 

circumstances we are struck with the humility that comes from the realisation that we are not in control.  

 

I have decided to structure this dissertation in a way that asks the question ‘why?’ and then provides the 

answers and evidence to support the argument preceding it. I intend to explore the reasons why we find joy 

and freedom when we are moving in nature - and the methods that can be applied to allow anyone, anywhere 

to experience this sense of ease and connection. Through this, we come to understand that we are just a 

branch in the vast tree of life, or as the Sufi mystic and poet Rumi said: “You are not a drop in the ocean, you 

are the ocean in a drop” (Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī and Barks, 2004). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 - The Leap (Howell, 2018) 



Chapter 1 | Contextual Case Study: Mountain Running and Meditative States 

 

With using my own experience running the French Alps as a case study, I found myself to be primarily 

motivated by this quote by Robert Mcfarlane: 

 

Mountains seem to answer an increasing imaginative need in the West. More and more people are 
discovering a desire for them, and a powerful solace in them. At bottom, mountains, like all wildernesses, 
challenge our complacent conviction - so easy to lapse into - that the world has been made for humans by 
humans. Most of us exist for most of the time in worlds which are humanly arranged, themed and controlled. 
One forgets that there are environments which do not respond to the flick of a switch or the twist of a dial, 
and which have their own rhythms and orders of existence. (Macfarlane, 2009)  

 

When I was out in the wilderness, I felt a sense of expansiveness and connectedness in the mountains that 

usually isn’t felt in an urban setting. Combined with the rhythmic movement of my footsteps and breathing, 

it took me into a serene and meditative state - this is something that I want to share with the world and to 

those that haven’t currently experienced it.  

 

However, I’ve learnt that this isn’t something that’s exclusive to moving in mountains. I’ve felt it before in 

the midst of a busy train station, and other circumstances that others might not associate with feelings of 

tranquility. We think that we need to go to these beautiful places to experience these heightened states, but 

the truth is that it is an internal realisation rather than an external attainment. One could almost say that it is a 

practice, or a skill that can be honed.  

 Figure 2 - Ascension (Howell, 2018) 



Chapter 2 | The Why: The Spirituality of Running - Interview with Rory Southworth 
 

People are drawn from all over to live and play in the mountains, for what in my opinion seems to be for a 

similar reason. It’s something that’s transcendental and arguably fueled by escapism. When you’re immersed 

in the moment, you aren’t thinking about your to-do list or bills you have to pay - it strips away all of the 

excess. For me, trail running is about reclaiming that sense of childlike wonder and curiosity - the sense of 

adventure, and limitless possibility that we all felt at one point in our lives; and finding a way to bring it back 

to so others can experience it. In an interview with Rory Southworth, a keen trail runner and climber based in 

the north of England - I asked him a set of questions to gauge a different perspective on how he perceives his 

experience of trail running and its benefits.  

 

How does it feel when you’re moving out in nature?  

 

Like I was made for it. Working at a desk, I don’t feel made for that. Out in nature feels right, my body feels 

strong, everything is intuitive and the surrounding views inspire me to go further.  

 

How does it differ to running in an urban environment? 

 

You don’t get the same inspiration to go further in an urban environment. It’s a different focus too. Out in 

nature, when you’re running or climbing, you switch off to your problems, and just focus on moving, no 

other thoughts.  

 

Describe the mountains in five words?  

 

Inspiring, enticing, epic, demanding, home. 

 

The particular words that stuck out for me with his answers were ‘intuitive’, ‘just focus on moving, no other 

thoughts’ and ‘home’. All of these allude towards a similar theme, something which could arguably be called 

a sense of spirituality. Not in the religious and dogmatic sense, but in the way that we are able to tap into a 

vast space of connection and ease which transcends rationality and logic. As Roger Bannister described on 

breaking the four minute mile: 

No longer conscious of my movement, I discovered a new unity with nature. I had found a new source of 
power and beauty, a source I never dreamt existed. (Bannister, 1989) 
 

This unity might be something that appears to be strange and perhaps difficult to understand for those raised 

in a Western culture, but in traditional Eastern philosophy - it is the basic wisdom that underpins the entirety 

of existence. 

 



Chapter 3 | The Why: Running for Enlightenment & the Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei 
 

Living within the mountains surrounding Kyoto are a niché sect of Buddhist monks, known for running 1000 

marathons in 1000 days in their quest to attain enlightenment. When I think of the reasons why I love trail 

running: for its simplicity, it’s meditative quality, and intuitive nature - it instantly reminds me of the 

parallels that can be drawn between using running as a form of spiritual practice - either intentionally or 

unintentionally. It is said of the monks that “Those who succeed become revered, as human Buddhas or 

living saints” (Finn, 2017).  This transcendentalism is further described in more detail by one of the Monks 

that Finn interviewed:  

A priest at the temple tells me that the idea behind the constant movement is to exhaust the mind, the body, 
everything, until nothing is left. “When you are nothing, then something, pop, comes up to fill the space.” 
This something, he tells me, is the vast consciousness that lies below the surface of our lives. A sense of 
oneness with the universe. (Finn, 2017) 

Could it be that this vast consciousness and oneness, is what we’re all seeking on some level? Whether it be 

pursuing it through drugs, sex, meditation, or running - it could be argued that they are all different paths to 

the same destination. The monk continues in the interview to describe that: 

“All humans are asking the question: ‘Why are we alive?’ he says. “The constant movement for 1,000 days 
gives you lots of time to think about this, to reflect on your life. It is a type of meditation through movement. 
That is why you shouldn’t go too fast. It is a time to meditate on life, on how you should live.” (Finn, 2017) 
 

 

 
 

Figure 3 - Marathon Monk (Kamabayashi, 2015) 

 



 

This idea of moving meditation is the recurring theme, that ties into what I believe is the real underlying 

reason for why people love running and moving in nature. It provides an opportunity to cut through the noise 

of our daily lives, delivering us with the gift of clarity and stillness which many in the Western world find to 

be elusive. We are often so caught up in the clutter of modern existence that we are not provided with the 

opportunity to reflect, and so we lose its importance. We become disconnected from the truest essence of 

ourselves, and end up living lives that we didn’t consciously choose - rather, they had been programmed into 

us. This then poses the question - how would it then be possible to bring this state of flow and connectedness 

into the lives of people who do live a world which is “humanly arranged, themed and controlled?” 

(Macfarlane, 2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 4 | Contextual Case Study: Taoism and the Ever-Present Flow 

Taoism, is a religious or philosophical tradition originating in China that places emphasis on living in 

harmony with the Tao, which can literally be translated as ‘The Way’. It could be argued that Taoism can be 

compared to running, in the sense that they can be perceived as both simple and complex simultaneously. 

When we try to understand it and grasp it conceptually, it is complex - yet when we surrender and allow 

ourselves to experience it, then it becomes effortlessly simple. As the Chinese Philosopher Lao Tzu states: 

 
Life is a series of natural and spontaneous changes. Don't resist them; that only creates sorrow. Let reality 
be reality. Let things flow naturally forward in whatever way they like. (Tzu, 2016) 
 

A key component in the philosophy of Taoism is the emphasis placed on surrender - the idea that we are not 

actually in control but are instead being directed naturally towards the path that is intended for us. In my own 

experience, a significant cause for the struggle that many of us experience in our Western culture is the need 

to dominant and control situations, people and even the environment itself. We are detached from the idea 

that John Muir spoke about when he said: “when we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to 

everything else in the universe.” (Muir, 2007). 

 

 When we are out in nature, immersed in wilderness we quickly understand that we are not in control. Those 

who spend their entire lives living in cities, surrounded by manmade constructions that lack vibrancy and the 

essence of life itself - can easily be deluded into thinking that the world is made for humans. We struggle 

against life’s natural course, and in turn become more trapped like a fly stuck in honey. The role that outdoor 

sports like trail running play, is that you could say it brings us more in harmony with the Tao - the Way, 

something which surpasses anything that the rational mind could conceptually understand. The significance 

of this is that we don’t need to be either running or in the mountains to become aligned with the Tao. The 

Chinese word for nature can be translated as “that which happens by itself” - could it be that the solution for 

our disconnection and suffering is to merge with the Tao, and to surrender ourselves to that which happens 

by itself? And if it is something that is ever present, what are the methods that we can use to bring us back to 

this state of equanimity?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 - Lao Tzu (Thanato, 2016) 



Chapter 5 | The How: The Physiology of Flow - Wim Hof and the Power of Breath 
 

Through my research, I have discovered that the flow state is something we can control physiologically 

through our own conscious breathing. Breath is quite literally the essence of life - without oxygen to power 

our cells, we die. It is an essential tool which we can use to reduce emotional responses in the amygdala 

(Doll, et al. 2016), which many of us aren’t aware of. It is a way to tap into a source of inner power and 

strength that has become obscured in our modern existence. An article written on The Flow Centre website 

states: 

Our breath reacts and changes, depending on our emotional, mental and physical states – if we are scared it 

increases in frequency, if we are relaxed it decreases in frequency. Furthermore, on the flip side the mind 

and body will have a physical, mental and emotional reaction to the change in our breath. This is why many 

performers use the breath to manage their states. (Theflowcentre.com, 2018) 

Wim Hof is a Dutch daredevil and world record breaker, known for his ability to withstand extreme cold. He 

has performed epic feats of human endurance such as climbing up to the death zone of Mount Everest in 

shorts and running a half marathon barefoot above the Arctic circle. His message and mission is that 

anybody is capable of tapping into this power, and that it can used as a tool to cure many of the woes that 

plague our society - depression, anxiety and even chronic illnesses such as cancer. He promotes the idea 

(now scientifically proven) that through our breathing “the sympathetic nervous system and immune system 

can indeed be voluntarily influenced” (Kox et al. 2014). This breathing technique has been shown to 

decrease stress, and increase the neurochemicals that promote positive emotions associated with being in the 

flow. Research has shown that conscious breathing is “the first step in controlling physical and mental 

health” (Sook Lee, 1999). This suggests that similar to my experience with mountain running - it isn’t 

something that is provoked necessarily by external stimuli and situations alone, although this does indeed 

help. It is something that can be accessed at any time, through connecting to our breath and through our own 

conscious control. 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 4 - Wim Hof (Innerfire, 2017)   

 



Chapter 6 | The How: Bringing Mindfulness to the Masses 

 

I’ve spoken before about the meditative qualities than can be experienced with running in nature - this can be 

interpreted as a mindfulness practice, which is defined as “the basic human ability to be fully present, aware 

of where we are and what we’re doing, and not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s going on around 

us.” (Mindful, 2018). Although running on wild and rugged terrain requires a huge amount of attention, 

simply the act of paying attention and of being mindful is something which is applicable to anyone, 

anywhere regardless of their situation. It doesn’t matter if you’re in an office or on a bus, even the most 

mundane circumstances hold vibrancy and beauty in them when we are fully present in the moment. As 

photographer Minor White says: 

 

…innocence of eye has a quality of its own. It means to see as a child sees, with freshness and 
acknowledgment of the wonder; it also means to see as an adult sees who has gone full circle and once again 
sees as a child – with freshness and an even deeper sense of wonder. – Minor White (Aransomephoto.com, 
2018) 
 

This attribute which he describes as ‘innocence of eye’ is a different way of phrasing mindfulness. When are 

children, we are wide-eyed and receptive to everything around us. As we get older we gradually become less 

aware and more caught in our thoughts, as the author Dan Millman describes:  

 
You now see everything through a veil of associations about things, projected over a direct, simple 
awareness. You've 'seen it all before'; it's like watching a movie for the twentieth time. You see only 
memories of things, so you become bored. Boredom, you see, is fundamental non-awareness of life; boredom 
is awareness, trapped in the mind. (Millman, 2009) 
 

The practice of applying mindfulness then, is simply is to bring more awareness into our lives - to enliven 

our senses and to reawaken us from our sleep state. Much like with mountain running - you practice by 

bringing your attention to your breath, into your body and being fully present in the moment. The scientific 

research behind it is also supportive, with scientists at Stanford carrying out neuro-imaging assessments of 

participants in an 8 week mindfulness program which “showed reduced reactivity of the amygdala and 

increased activity in areas of the prefrontal cortex that help regulate emotions, thereby reducing stress” 

(Goldin and Gross, 2010). Through the application of mindfulness it is possible to bring the immersive 

experience of running in nature - and it’s benefits into daily life for anyone to experience, regardless of their 

privilege or demographic. As Taoism proposes, the Way is always present to anyone who wishes to 

surrender or merge themselves with it - and the scientific research support that mindfulness is a useful tool to 

bring ourselves more into alignment.  

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 7 | Case Study: SLOMO, Acceleration & Movement as Healing 
 

Dr. John Kitchin is a man who abandoned his career as a neurologist and moved to Pacific Beach, California. 

He underwent a radical transformation into what he’s referred to as “SLOMO”, trading his luxurious, high-

end lifestyle for simply rollerblading along the beach. His motivation and primary reason is to the tap into 

the state of flow, otherwise known as the zone. He describes himself as “a tip of a great iceberg of 

consciousness” and that he “realised there was an aspect to lateral acceleration that made many of us feel 

good” (Izenberg, 2013). The scientific description of this is that acceleration stimulates a set of receptors in 

the inner ear that connects us with the centre of the Earth by gravity. He continues to say that “Anything 

where you get this angle of acceleration feeling, you can use this for meditation, because it puts you in the 

zone”. This suggests that motion is a crucial element to instigating this state of being. A lot of my own 

journey into trail running has been about tapping into a childlike state of play and curiosity, where life’s 

concerns seem less significant - and as ultra-runner Scott Jurek explains: 

 

The longer and farther I ran, the more I realised that what I was often chasing was a state of mind – a place 
where worries that seemed monumental melted away, where the beauty and timelessness of the universe, of 
the present moment, came into sharp focus. (Jurek and Friedman, 2013) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 - Slomo (Izenberg, 2018) 

 

This seems to be a recurring theme and motivation as to why people seek to achieve this state. SLOMO goes 

on to describe that “When I skate, I try to regress to what I think is about age 11 and a half, which is the last 

of the idealistic years” (Izenberg, 2013). When we are children, we live effortlessly in the flow. We haven’t 

yet accumulated the emotional baggage and stress that sometimes comes with being an adult, with all of the 

concerns about bills, jobs and other things that take us away from experiencing a sense of freedom and joy as 

we did when we were younger.  



A particular quote from the SLOMO documentary that sticks out predominantly is “Once we see the light, 

we know there will be no satisfaction until we experience a kind of divinity - something that’s as close to 

divinity as man can experience”. As humans we love to overcomplicate and over rationalise, but SLOMO is 

the living embodiment of Thoreau’s quote stating that “our life is frittered away by detail... simplify, 

simplify.” It would appear that this notion of movement is something which is hugely beneficial and even 

essential to us as humans, a tool which can be used to heal ourselves - to bridge the divide between our 

bodies and minds, and man and nature. SLOMO is a prime example of someone who has mastered flow, 

mindfulness and applied it in a way which is applicable and beneficial to anyone - without needing to go 

anywhere.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8 | The Why: Running in Nature versus Urban Environments - Interview with Lydia Blythe 
 

I decided to book a trip to Grenoble, also known as the Capital of the Alps in order to pursue my passion of 

mountain running; take photos for my portfolio and to gather research that would help me communicate my 

intentions for my dissertation. Whilst out there I visited my friend Lydia, a keen runner who is studying 

abroad there for 4 months. I thought she would be an interesting character to interview - considering that she 

was raised in a much more urban environment, she would be able to provide an interesting contrast into why 

moving in nature is seen as more appealing. This is what she had to say: 

 

How does it feel when you’re moving out in nature? 

 

With running in an urban environment, I find it quite stressful, it's good to get out for a run but inhaling car 

fumes, bashing tarmac and crossing roads isn't really the authentic nature of running.  

 

How does it differ to running in an urban environment? 

 

Running somewhere with an abundance of nature brings a different type of joy, it's not about "getting it 

done" like it is when tarmac bashing, but more like enjoy it for what it is. Every moment is treasured as it is 

a privilege to run in such beautiful places. 

 

Describe the mountains in 5 words? 

 

Freedom, wholesome, magnificent, calming, a sense of belonging. 

 

The significant part of her answer that struck me was the “sense of belonging”. A lot of us in our modern 

society increasingly feel more fragmented and isolated - which is ironic due to our technology allowing us to 

seemingly be more connected than ever. One student, when interviewed about how technology can lead to 

disconnection said: 

 

The presence of the Internet has made us more connected than ever; however, the vast numbers of users have 
made us lonelier. As a result, our voice is less heard among the sea of similar voices. (Schmidt, 2018) 
                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 7 - Illumination (Howell, 2018) 

 

It would appear then that we need to seek regression, away from technology and back into nature. We are so 

conditioned to looking to the outside for answers, medication to cure our woes, material goods to satisfy our 

needs. In reality we need very little in order to live joyfully and healthily, but most of us don’t realise this 

because of the constant bombardment of advertising that makes us feel like what we have is not enough. 

When you’re in the wild, disconnected from the clutter and distractions of daily existence - it becomes easier 

to realise this. This suggests then that instead of seeking nature away from cities - could a possible solution 

could be to bring more nature into urban environments, as a cure to for the sense of disconnection that 

plagues our society?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 9 | The How: Ecotherapy & Merging Nature with Urban Environments 
 

In my own experience, I found immersing myself in nature to always be the way in which I could find peace 

and solitude even in the midst of chaos. The reason why I am so passionately devoted to the power of 

outdoor sports, and particularly trail running as a form of “ecotherapy” - is because I used to struggle quite 

severely with mental health issues. I understand the powerful healing effect of moving in nature, its ability to 

quieten down the noise of the mind and to bring you into the present moment.  

 

Exposure to natural environments has been shown to provide significant benefits to human physical and 
mental health. These benefits defy the barriers of socioeconomics, age, race, gender and geographical 
location. Experimental research shows a strong link between exposure to natural environments and recovery 
from stress and mental fatigue caused by everyday life and urbanisation. Natural environments can induce 
renewal of inner resources, helping to more effectively meet the demands of daily life. (Thompson, 2017) 
 

It would appear that my love for mountain running is in essence an arguably more extreme form of 

ecotherapy. I chose to highlight “geographical location”, because this is the essential understanding into 

bringing the benefits of ecotherapy into the lives of the masses. This implies that it doesn’t matter if it’s 

Hyde Park in London, or climbing a mountain in the French Alps - the sensations and benefits that can be 

reaped from connecting to nature in this way are the same. The term Ecotherapy is relatively new, coined in 

1996 by Howard Clinebell - however the practice in itself and recognition of its benefits isn’t exactly a new 

phenomenon. The Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung had recognised the benefits of using nature as a therapeutic 

tool, stating that “natural life is the nourishing soil of the soul. Anyone who fails to go along with life 

remains suspended, stiff and rigid in midair” (Jung, 2002). In our attempt to heal ourselves, bringing nature 

into urban environments seems to be an effective medium into bringing us more into alignment. Combined 

with the elements of physical exercise and breathing, it would make an effective tool in combatting the 

mental and physical health issues that are currently plaguing our society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 - Day view of The Supertree Grove, Cloud Forest & Flower Dome at Gardens by the Bay. (Tan, 2012) 

 



This idea of integrating nature into urban settings is explored in depth in the book “Biophilic Cities” by 

Timothy Beasley. He explains that “Biophilia suggests that there is an evolutionary and biological need for 

nature, even when we have become very clever at believing we can live without it” (Beatley, 2011). He goes 

on to describe that: 

 

A Biophilic city is a green city, a city with abundant nature and natural systems that are visible and 
accessible to urbanites. It is certainly about physical conditions and urban design - parks, green features, 
urban wildlife, walkable environments - but it is also about the spirit of the place, its emotional commitment 
and concern about nature and other forms of life. (Beatley, 2011) 
 

Therefore, instead of feeling the need to go to the mountains, a possible solution could be that we can bring 

nature and the wilderness to us. By breaking down the illusory barrier that we erect to separate us and the 

natural world, those who are less privileged or living within urban environments will be able to experience 

the same benefits of healing and connection that can be experienced in the wild.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 - Artists Impression of Biodiversity Sensitive Urban Design. (Garrard, 2018) 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 10 | Conclusion 

To conclude, I believe that the path for reconnection - both with our inner and outer nature rests upon five 

main pillars which are all inextricably linked. All of these different aspects are available and applicable to 

anyone, anywhere regardless of their socio-economic demographic or privilege. 

 

The first underlying principle is that we need to reestablish a sense of spirituality, not in a religious manner 

but in the sense that we require a way of connecting to something which is much larger than ourselves. It is 

an essential aspect of the human condition to need community, to feel a part of instead of feeling apart from. 

 

The second pillar; and a method for cultivating this sense of spirituality, is through partaking in outdoor 

sports such as trail running - allowing us the opportunity to be more engaged with both our bodies and with 

nature. It gives us space - to breathe, to relax, to slow down and pay attention to our surroundings; to tap into 

the flow, and feel what it’s like to be fully alive. It provides us with the opportunity to “to meditate on life, 

on how you should live” (Finn, 2017) like with the Marathon Monks of Mt. Hiei, we can give ourselves 

permission to eliminate the noise that we have become inundated with in our modern society. As SLOMO 

described with the science behind lateral acceleration, the reason that it makes us naturally feel good is 

because the human body was made to move. Just like with the ‘Shinrin yoku’ practice that is found in Japan 

and other Asian countries, there are tangible scientific benefits to spending time in nature - with the results 

showing that: 

 
Forest environments promote lower concentrations of cortisol, lower pulse rate, lower blood pressure, 
greater parasympathetic nerve activity, and lower sympathetic nerve activity than do city environments. 
(Center for Environment, Health and Field Sciences,2010).  
 

We have become detached from ourselves and from the environment because of our sedentary lifestyles and 

aversion to discomfort - and because of it we are experiencing an epidemic of issues relating to our mental 

and physical wellbeing. The statistics demonstrate that “mental health problems are one of the main causes 

of the overall disease burden worldwide” (Vos, T. et al. 2013) and that “mental health and behavioral 

problems (e.g. depression, anxiety and drug use) are reported to be the primary drivers of disability 

worldwide, causing over 40 million years of disability in 20 to 29-year-olds” (Lozano, R. et al. 2012). We are 

deluded in thinking that mental and physical health are separate - so through the engaging in outdoor sports 

such as trail running, we can reestablish this heightened state of connection, bridging the gap between mind 

and body, self and other, man and nature.  

 

The third essential component for reconnection is through being conscious of our breath, because it provides 

us with the tool to control the hormonal systems of our body so that we live in greater equanimity. When we 

engage in shallow breathing, it encourages the “hyperventilation associated with sudden, unexpected fight or 

flight activation in panic disorder” (O'Donohue and Fisher, 2012). Specific diaphragmatic breathing 



techniques have been shown to “alleviate anxiety, depression, everyday stress, post-traumatic stress, and 

stress-related medical illnesses’ (Brown, et al. (2005). Through using conscious breathing, we can regulate 

our emotions; increase our awareness and tap into the flow. 

 

Mindfulness meditation is the fourth pillar that we can use to bring us into a state of greater harmony and 

equanimity. The simple act of bringing your attention into the present moment has profound impacts on both 

our mental and physical health, with scientific studies that suggest that “meditation may change brain 

and immune function in positive ways” (Davidson, et al. 2003). The essence of mindfulness is what I’ve 

experienced when I’m running in nature, but the practice itself is applicable to every single situation that we 

encounter - it doesn’t have to be through running, but the proposed benefits are the same.  

 

The fifth pillar for reconnection is through bringing more of the natural world into our urban environments. 

Instead of seeking the “ecotherapy” benefits of wilderness in far-off places, we can bring more nature into 

our cities and urban locations. There are various examples of this which are already shown, from New York 

City’s “High Line, an aerial greenway built from a converted rail bed” (World Economic Forum, 2018) and 

Singapore’s ‘Gardens by the Bay’. These are demonstrations of how we can reconnect our society with 

nature in more urban locations; therefore providing less privileged people the opportunity feel a similar 

freedom that can be felt in a mountain wilderness. I believe that the application of these principles hold 

within them a powerful, catalysing effect to transform and heal the divide between ourselves, each other, and 

the world. When we allow ourselves to merge more into alignment with life, we will be able to collectively 

embody Thoreau when he eloquently describes “that there is a subtle magnetism in Nature, which, if we 

unconsciously yield to it, will direct us aright.” (Thoreau, 1861).  
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