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Midnight in the Temple

Hiking at night is a very different experience from hiking during the daylight. Everything looks different, and a mystery is thrown over the landscape and its inhabitants like a net. There is also an element of danger in hiking at night, making it necessary to be more aware of your surroundings and use senses other then eyesight more consciously than you would otherwise, as an animal would. The bustle of a nearby bush speaks of the presence of some wild creature; the wind rustling through pine boughs and cottonwood branches becomes a symphony, and the sound of the river becomes louder and more solid, guiding you toward it; the ground reveals its structure through the sole of your boot; the smell of juniper and spruce is more potent and sticks to fingertips and hair as you grasp a branch for balance or duck underneath.  
Even on a bright, moonlit night the environment is shrouded in shadows. The beam of a flashlight reveals small, distinct portions of the landscape, helping to guide your footing but not much else. Everything is bathed in pale, blue luminescence, even the red sandstone cliffs. The inherent nature of hiking at night forces you to slow down, to pay attention, be aware and use all your senses. Even while hiking in the most beautiful places our tendency may be to focus on the destination, barely recognizing the beauty all along the journey. Night hiking encourages us to listen to life.
Looking back at the beginning of the hike I can see how I initially focused on my footsteps, keeping my eyes on the ground directly in front of me, not pausing to enjoy the ethereal surroundings. I was following my friend, who is a destination-oriented person and a motivated hiker. I began to get quite frustrated at the fast pace and the focus on walking, climbing, not falling. I finally had to stop him and insist on a break, explaining my frustration and taking some deep breaths to center myself. We walked, well I walked, slower after that, refusing to be caught up in a narrow focus anymore, and I opened up my peripheral vision and my other senses. This experience showed me a part of why people can get so frustrated so easily in this fast-paced age. Focusing solely on a destination takes away the joy and peace that comes from enjoying the journey, and we often end up saying to ourselves, “How did I get here?”

When it came time to cross the river, the banks and edges were covered with a sturdy layer of ice, but the middle of the river was swift and cold. There were stepping stones strewn throughout the gurgling water, but the best path had one catch for me…one space was too large for my short legs. My friend hopped over it easily with his long legs and told me he would help me, encouraging me to trust him, but I hesitated and gave credence to my fear. I didn’t want to misstep and land in the cold water. I was giving in to fear. I finally pushed my fear aside, took his hand and finished fording the river without incident. Sometimes awareness means having trust. There will always be times in our lives where we need a helping hand. To reject all bonds with others as an illusion is itself an illusion. We are the sum of many parts, some of which include other people and the effect they have on our lives. 

Without love, I am nothing. Without trust, I will not walk with you. Without admiration, I cannot respect you. Without my friend’s help and encouragement I would have never made it to the temple. Even if people change, even if what we see in them is mostly our own perceptions and reflection of ourselves, loving, trusting, admiring other people is a gift, not a hindrance. What hinders us is our expectations of a person to change or not change, according to our personal desires. Acceptance is key here, not exclusion. 
We entered the canyon without further incident and climbed up into the temple with a sense of reverence. We sat in silence. No traffic, no chatter, no static. The stars shone clear in a sky like deep velvet. The moon shone light on pinpoints of rock so they sparkled like stars. The silence seeped into my skin, my heart, quieting my busy mind. The atmosphere was reverent. I sang a few tribal songs, although Celtic, not Hopi or Navajo.  A gentle breeze started as I finished my first song, and my friend thought the spirits might be listening. I was non-committal, but I like to think they enjoyed it. The domed half-roof provided perfect acoustics, and the giant eagle’s nest high up near the ceiling made the place seem even more special, although the eagle itself was absent that night. 

There was a sense of spirit about the place, a gentleness that eased the soul and steadied the mind. Awareness is not always about conscious thought. Awareness is also about filling yourself, seeing what cannot be seen, perceiving layers rather than absolutes. Life and awareness are progressive states. There is no one absolute path towards enlightenment. Each must go their own way. Even Siddhartha Buddha had to experience everything life had to offer before attaining enlightenment, including gluttony, lust and wealth, things that are often considered a hindrance to spiritual development and awareness. They are! But some people need to understand them before they can let them go and realize the truth behind them.
There were several paths, different routes we could have taken. At one point the thought came to me that it would be easier to leave the switch-backing path and just scale down the natural mountainside. We actually ended up taking a different path back than we did on the way down. The path was longer, but gentler, and the view was even more incredible. We still wound up at the same spot where we had parked the car. If you place awareness as one of your goals in life, and you practice, you will become aware. You will gain a new, fuller perspective. You will love more deeply, give trust to those who are trustworthy and respect those who deserve it. Your spirit, your soul will guide you once    you set a spiritual goal for yourself. Trust yourself, open up your senses, use your peripheral vision and stop often just to look around and admire the scenery. When you get frustrated, take a break and a few deep breaths, slow down and keep going. Perseverance, dedication and observation are the true keys to awareness, in my opinion.
Each of us has our own perspective, but that does not make them irrelevant or untrue. To be aware we must step outside our selves, see from a different point of view and gain as wide of a perspective as we can.

Just as things look differently at night than in the daylight, our own selves and lives look differently from the outside than the inside. Take a moment to step outside of yourself and look in, and you will be taking the first, most important step toward gaining awareness. 
