The Daily Route
Most long distance runners have a daily route, the course that they run
regularly. In addition to the daily route, some runners have a special
route for Shabbat and holidays. These personal traditions enable
runners who are psychologically inclined to use the route as a means of
centering themselves; of coming a bit closer to the inner core of their
personality.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------My thoughts in this article are addressed to the silent majority of
runners -- from the 3km joggers to those runners who participate in races for
the fun of it, knowing that they will not be getting a trophy in the winners’
circle at the end. I am thinking of all the people who view running as an
integral part of life, for whom the daily run is at the center of each day, and
who are beyond the compulsive competitiveness that characterizes so much
of modern sports. I am thinking of those runners who run for pleasure, for
fitness, in order to “clean their heads” and to balance their otherwise
sedentary lives.
For most runners the daily route is the most routine ritual of life. The
course is familiar, both the landmarks and the landmines (potholes in the
pavement, dangerous intersections, road construction sites) are known. And
beyond these outstanding features of our route, there is the detail by detail
knowledge that we have of our daily course. We are familiar with every
bump in the pavement, every uphill incline and every downhill descent, with
every clump of trees that gives shade and every construction site (which is
always a hazard for runners).
In addition to an intimate knowledge of the physical topography, there
is also the human matrix. On our daily route there usually are the “regulars,"
the people whom we see all the time, on a regular basis. These are the other
runners whom we see and sometimes run with, the fast walkers swinging
their arms, the drivers who wave to us regularly, and most of all the
pedestrians whom we encounter repeatedly on our route as they walk their
dog, their kid or just themselves. There are the garbage men, deliverymen,
workmen and mailmen; the nuns and the rabbis, the gas station attendants
and the merchants who are the stable human landmarks of the route that we
take for our daily adventure in running.

Running is indeed an adventure because of its unique place in the
world of sports -- running is the archetypical sport, the root of all other
sports, the original and only event in the earliest Olympic Games. Any
game causes a change in the consciousness of the player or the spectator,
and if the game is running the change in consciousness is that much greater
because of running’s unique archetypical position. Running, along with
meditation and hypnosis, Thi Chi and some mystic practices (whirling
dervishes) can cause changes in consciousness. The “runner’s high” is the
most frequently mentioned of these changes in consciousness, but there is
also the danger of psychological inflation (“I can do anything!” “It won’t
happen to me”) while running.
Let’s get back to the route itself, that so very familiar course of streets
and roads, paths and lanes that join to form the magic circle into which we
step daily. In mythology a magic circle is a space within which different,
non-ordinary rules apply. The court of a game, a legal court, the royal court,
the theater and the theater of combat, the opera house and the concert
auditorium are magic circles in which special rules govern our behavior. As
a consequence of this special reality the magic circle has the potential power
of transformation, that is, we come out of the magic circle in a different
psychological constellation than we had when we entered.
Because our daily route is so familiar, because we know all the
nuances of paving, potholes, manholes, sidewalks and intersections; we can
go onto “automatic pilot” pretty early in the run. That is to say, we are able
to pay partial attention to the peculiarities of the route and then address the
balance of our attention to other matters. We run with one eye on the road
and the other eye focused inwards. This is the mythical “third eye," the eye
that focuses inwards with intuition and wisdom.
At times our “third eye” focuses on a problem from our life that is
distressing us. A conflict at work, discord with a spouse or other family
member, or the mental clatter from an angry altercation with a tradesman,
neighbor or policeman; any one of these can become the focus of our “third
eye” when we run, and the result is that often we will get a new perspective
on the problem. At other times the problem upon which we focus is caused
by blocked creativity. Deciding how to proceed in my writing, planning a
lecture, or thinking of a different way to present a program are all examples
of using the inwardly focused eye to enhance the creative process. During
distance running (and other forms of meditation) the right-half of the brain is
engaged; the half that controls intuition, creativity, feelings and human
relatedness; and therefor we approach problem in a way which is more
creative than the thoughts we had in sedentary moments.

In order to solve a riddle our thought process must be fluid, we must
move out of the concrete literal understanding of the riddle into a more
liquid form of thinking. For example, the famous riddle of the Sphinx,
“What has four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon and three legs
in the evening?” can be solved only if “morning, noon and evening” are
taken metaphorically; and then we understand that it is man who crawls on
all fours’ as a child, walks on his two legs as an adult and needs the aid of a
walking-stick in his golden years. In a similar way, thinking about a
problem during a run often enables us to develop a creative approach, the
product of a more fluid way of thinking.
We return to the route itself, that so very familiar web of streets,
paths, roads and intersections that we have measured with our inner
calibrators endless times. Our route enables us to measure ourselves many
different ways. Most simply, the route is a standard distance and we can see
how long it takes us to run it, comparing our results on a daily basis. But in
addition to measures of speed there are also more subjective measures of
quality. Running up a familiar hill is a slightly different experience every
time, and for me a barometer of my fitness. If I am at one with the running
and hardly notice the hill, it is a sure sign that I am in fine fitness; whereas if
I am very conscious of the hill and how much further I have to go to the top,
I know that I need to get into shape
The regular, tried and tested route is the grid against which we
measure ourselves on a daily basis. These are the moments when there are
no bluffs, no deceptions or duplicities because we are alone with ourselves,
and it matters only to us. The measurements that we take of ourselves while
we run our route are time/distance numbers; but there is also the feeling
tone, the mood that we encounter in ourselves as we run. For example, I
have found that when I am preoccupied with an issue during the run, and just
can’t get the silly matter out of my consciousness, when the issue seems to
nag at me endlessly; it is a sure sign that I am pretty angry but not fully
aware of my anger.
The measure of my competitiveness is enhanced on the daily route
because of the intimate familiarity with the course. It is “my” route by virtue
of the fact that I have been running it daily for about 15 years.
Encountering another runner on “my” route immediately causes competitive
thoughts (and, on occasion, actions) to come to the fore. In my secret heart I
compete with any runner that I encounter on “my” route; either conceding
his superiority to me, or trying to prove that I am as good or better than he.
And I had thought that I was not a particularly competitive fellow!

Finally, I would like to give a few words of advice to runners who
would like to deepen their self-awareness while running. Keep a diary of
your runs, entering both distance and time; but also the quality of the
experience of the run. What was unique about the run, what were the
thoughts, feelings and insights that came to you while running? Did you feel
graceful or clumsy, heavy or light, swift or stagnant? Was there a particular
issue that you were “working on” during your run? If you keep such a diary,
even though the entries may look pretty chaotic, over time you will begin to
notice a certain order emerging out of what appears to be random entries.
These recurring themes are the constellated (both thoughts and feelings)
issues about which you are seeking greater integration; this is what, from a
psychological point of view, is on your plate.

