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Castlerigg stone circle, Cumbria, England.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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WHAT MAKES A PLACE SACRED?

There are certain places in the world that hold an inexplicable magic. Either stumbled upon or actively sought, they have the power to stir something within us; something profound and memorable that is beyond the everyday. This feeling can be hard to describe, but it is instantly recognizable, immediately familiar. Ancient and eternal, it is the same emotion that moved our distant ancestors and prompted them to build stone circles, construct temples and carve monumental statues. The Ancient Greeks understood about the power of place – they had two words for space: topos described its physical characteristics, chora its mysterious or poetic qualities. Sacred places have an abundance of chora.

Defining sacred places is an elusive business. A sense of wonder can arise in many different locations, from visiting a Mayan pyramid, entering a Buddhist shrine, walking through a forest, ascending a mountain, or dipping your fingertips into a holy spring. One way to identify a place as sacred is simply by the emotional response stirred within you by its distinctive atmosphere.

Reasons for visiting sacred places are as diverse as the sites themselves. We might be driven there by the need to escape the humdrum of our daily lives and to seek adventure, or be pulled there by history, myth and legend. Our own beliefs and faith may propel us to visit somewhere of meaning to us. We may seek a powerful, peaceful place in which to meditate and discover more about ourselves. Or we could simply be curious to see what a place looks like and to experience it emotionally and spiritually.

The growth in “meaningful” travel has seen more of us looking for a spiritual depth to our wanderings. Increasing numbers of us are seeking a holiday that delivers on another level. A journey to a place of meaning provides a destination and a purpose. It also reveals much about the history, myths and culture of the country. As Paul Devereux writes in The Sacred Place: “These places offer a respite from the secular world. Sometimes we need holidays for our souls, not just for our bodies and mind.”

Whether it’s an ancient tree in a local park or a magnificent temple in Bali, visiting a sacred place is an opportunity to take time out and walk away from our hurried lives with their insistent demands. It gives us the space to connect with something beyond our own self, and in turn to reconnect with ourselves.
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A remote temple, Phu, Nepal.





A GUIDE TO TRANSFORMATIONAL TRAVEL

There are moments in our daily lives that give us an inkling of how we can change. A yoga class can awaken a sense of mindful movement and a desire to learn more. A walk in a forest can trigger a realization of the power of nature and the need to spend time outdoors. A meditation app might prompt us to investigate a spiritual path. Watching a super moon rise above the rooftops can instigate a yearning to connect more deeply with the natural world.

With the realization that change is possible comes the call to action. Listen to that call and the journey begins. Travel has always been said to broaden the mind, but just relocating yourself from one place to another and taking a few snaps won’t change you. A newer way of travel – transformational travel – goes deeper. It’s about reflection and self-development, a greater communion with nature, culture and spirituality. It’s an inner journey as well as an outer one, and it’s an ongoing process: the journey continues when you get home.

Transformational travel is often prompted by a significant, life-changing moment – the end of a relationship, perhaps, or leaving a place of work. It’s at times of personal crisis that we look around us to find ways to change. Leaving the comfortable, known world and setting off on a purposeful adventure is one way to do it. That may mean choosing to spend a week on a yoga retreat, or following an ancient pilgrimage route, or deciding to learn more about Buddhism by spending time at a monastery. It is a different way to engage with the world and the people in it. It gives travel more meaning.

The effectiveness of the transformational journey is proved when we get home. Some kind of internal shift, personal growth or deepening of self-awareness has taken place. We behave differently and make alterations to our lives. These can be small adjustments or significant changes – a move to another country, say, or the adoption of a new religion.

An inner change has occurred that will last long after the physical journey has ended.
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The sacred city of Jerusalem.
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Pine Tree Island, Japan.



STEPS ON YOUR TRANSFORMATIONAL JOURNEY

1 LISTEN TO THE CALL:

Is there a place that beckons you? Or are you on a spiritual quest, a search for meaning? Be aware of places and ideas that resonate with you. Follow their call, who knows where they may take you?

2 PREPARE FOR THE JOURNEY:

Research the places that you intend to visit – use this book as your starting point! Draw up a loose itinerary, but leave plenty of space for spontaneity.

3 STEP OVER THE THRESHOLD:

The planning is over, the journey begins.

4 TRAVEL WITH INTENTION & MINDFULNESS:

Leave with the intention to learn wisdom from cultures that are not your own. Engage your mind, senses and emotions as you wander. Really see what’s in front of you. Stop often to reflect on what you have seen. Greet people with openness. Step lightly and leave little impact. Be a participant, not a spectator. Pay attention. Record your experiences in a journal.

5 RETURN HOME & REFLECT:

Consider what your journey has meant and how it has changed you. Honour your courage for being so adventurous and be grateful for the opportunities it has provided.

6 CONTINUE TO CHANGE:

Take action and apply what you have learned to your daily life. Keep evolving. The outer journey may have ended but the inner journey is just beginning.


WAYS TO PROMPT TRANSFORMATION

•   Stay in an ashram and practise yoga.

•   Walk around a mountain, not up it.

•   Learn to chant with Buddhist monks.

•   Practise meditation on a holy mountain.

•   Learn tai chi in a monastery.

•   Attend a religious festival and participate in it.

•   Learn about different faiths in their country of origin.

•   Walk a pilgrimage route.

•   consider going on an ayahuasca retreat (see Know a thing or two about: Ayahuasca).

•   travel alone.

•   Walk more and do so mindfully.

•   Listen to the land.

•   Attend a gong bath at a spiritual retreat.

•   Forest bathe.

•   celebrate the solstice at a stone circle.

•   Swim in a sacred river.

•   Be cleansed in a hot spring.

•   Make an offering at a temple.

•   Wash your face in a holy spring.
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Two Tibetan Buddhist nuns in Kathmandu, Nepal.





















AFRICA & THE MIDDLE EAST

Some of the world’s most impressive monuments and important holy sites are located in the Middle East. Worship of gods and god-kings in Egypt led to the creation of a sacred landscape at Giza and Palmyra. The beliefs of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are manifested at Jerusalem. In Africa, the whole land is sacred.
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THE TEMPLE OF HATHOR

DENDERA TEMPLE COMPLEX, QENA, EGYPT


THE WONDER OF IT

On the west bank of the Nile between Luxor and Abydos, Dendera, a magnificent, sacred complex, stands alone in the desert. At its heart is a temple dedicated to Hathor, one of Ancient Egypt’s most revered goddesses. Intricately decorated with hieroglyphs, colourful carvings and reliefs, it is suitably impressive for a goddess held in such high esteem.



A MULTI-PURPOSE SACRED SPACE

The joy of exploring Dendera is largely because it is so well preserved. Walk through the Temple of Hathor’s grand entrance and among the 24 monumental carved columns of its Great Vestibule, and you get a sense of what it must have been like for Hathor’s devotees arriving to honour their favourite deity. You can almost feel the press of worshippers and their gasps of wonder as they came to her statue in the temple’s sanctuary, to be healed in the sacred pool, to pay their respects at ancestors’ tombs, or to give birth in the mammisi (birthing temple).

Built between 54 and 20 bce by Ptolemy XII and Cleopatra VII, the Temple of Hathor comprises a series of rooms, each intricately adorned with figures of emperors, pharaohs and deities, plus screeds of hieroglyphs. There are chambers, crypts, shrines to various gods, and the sanctuary to marvel at. The wealth of intricate decoration on the walls and ceilings continues from room to room.

A climb up a spiral corridor leads to the top of the temple where, in a small temple, rituals were held to greet the rising sun. Another chapel dedicated to Osiris has a relief of a circular zodiac on its ceiling, thought to be the only representation of the Ancient Egyptian sky during the age of Pisces over 2,000 years ago. (It is a copy of the original, which is in the Louvre in Paris, France.)

The passage to the underground crypt requires a certain amount of stooping, but it is worth it to see the “Dendera Lightbulb”. The similarity of this carved relief to a modern bulb led some to conclude that Ancient Egyptians had knowledge of electrical technology. It’s more likely however that it represents a djed pillar (a common Egyptian symbol representing stability), a lotus flower and a snake (symbolizing fertility). Alongside it is a portrait of sky god Horus, who was the son and consort of Hathor. The birthing temple at the front of the complex is also rich with decoration, mostly depicting the births of gods and pharaohs, and the small chapel behind the Temple of Hathor has a damaged relief of Isis giving birth.

There were more festivals in Ancient Egypt devoted to Hathor than any other god, and she was worshipped in temples throughout the country. Her temple at Dendera, however, is the most splendid.
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A sandstone capital of the Goddess Hathor.
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Carved stone wall panels in the Dendera Temple.




HATHOR GODDESS GUIDE

Hathor was the egyptian sky goddess of fertility, love, music and dancing. She was commonly called “the golden one”, and texts found at her temple at dendera say that “her rays illuminate the whole earth”. hathor was one of the most popular goddesses in Ancient egypt: a cult grew around her and more temples were devoted to her than to any other goddess. unusually, male and female priests both operated in her temples and there were also musicians, midwives and dream interpreters.
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GIZA PLATEAU

CAIRO, EGYPT


THE WONDER OF IT

On the outskirts of Cairo lies the world’s most acclaimed and mysterious graveyard. Dominating the plateau, an extension of the necropolis at Memphis, is the Great Pyramid, the tomb of the pharaoh Khufu. Beside it are two smaller pyramids (one where Khufu’s son Khafre is entombed; the other the tomb of Khafre’s son Menkaure). Keeping guard over all of them is the Sphinx, an incredible monument carved from a single piece of rock.



TO INFINITY & BEYOND

The Giza Plateau is more than a memorial to the dead. The site was designed as a departure point to propel the spirits of kings into the afterlife. To get them there involved orientating the pyramids to align with the stars: a complex and mathematical process requiring sophisticated surveying skills.

THE GREAT PYRAMID: GATEWAY TO THE GODS

The scale of the Great Pyramid – its base covers 5 hectares (13 acres); it comprises 2,000,000 limestone blocks and is 147m (482ft) high – makes it impressive enough today. But when it was built more than 4,000 years ago, its dazzling coat of limestone would have made it overwhelmingly magnificent. This massive tomb for the pharaoh Khufu was not merely a place to bury and glorify him: it was built to propel him into the afterworld. The King’s Chamber (where his body lay entombed) has four vents in the north and south faces. Belgian engineer Robert Bauval calculated that in 2500 BCE, the southern air vent of the King’s Chamber would have pointed directly at Orion. He also found that the southern shaft of the Queen’s Chamber beneath it would have pointed at the star Sirius (the star sacred to Osiris’ consort, Isis). These astronomical alignments could have been intended as a channel to direct Khufu to Orion, where he would become a god. A ritual was held to coincide with the moment of greatest alignment, so that Khufu could be shot into orbit like a cannonball.

Giza is about a 30-minute drive from Cairo and can be easily accessed by car or as part of a group tour.
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The Great Pyramid, behind the Sphinx, was the tomb of pharaoh Khufu.



A MAP OF THE HEAVENS

The Ancient Egyptians were exacting astronomers, taking measurements to align their pyramids with north, south, east and west. Using a merkhet (an instrument that tracks stars), they also took sightings of constellations, particularly the Great Bear and Orion. They believed that their gods lived in an afterworld called the Duat, where their pharaohs would join them after death. The Duat was the kingdom of Osiris, the god of rebirth and afterlife, and was located in the region of the sky where Orion and Sirius rise ahead of the sun at dawn on the summer solstice.

A compelling, but disputed, theory suggests that the Giza Plateau is a mirror of the Duat: its three pyramids correlate to the position of the three stars on the Belt of Orion; the Sphinx corresponds to the constellation of Leo; and the Nile is a terrestrial representation of the Milky Way. This could be a way of creating a sacred landscape that reflected the divine night sky, bringing its energy down to earth.

THE ENIGMATIC SPHINX

This colossal statue with its face of a man and body of a recumbent lion is familiar to most of us today, but for centuries it was buried in the sand. Following excavation in 1925–36, its true size and magnificence was revealed. It is carved from one piece of limestone bedrock, making it the largest single stone statue in the world. Its face is likely to be that of the pharaoh Khufu, whose tomb is in the Great Pyramid; the statue would have been carved to commemorate him at the order of his sons. It sits on an alignment running west to east, carefully positioned to coordinate with the other monuments at Giza.

“He is no longer upon Earth, he is in the sky! He rushes at the sky like a heron; he has kissed the sky like a falcon.”

Hymn 682, Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts
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The face of the Sphinx is likely to have been that of pharaoh Khufu.




PYRAMID POWER

The pyramids on the Giza Plateau outside Cairo are the best known in Egypt, but there are many others – there are estimated to be more than 100 in various states of repair – stretching along the west bank of the Nile. Why this structure, with its quadrilateral base rising to a triangular point, was chosen so often is unknown. Although largely associated with Egypt, pyramids also appear in other ancient civilizations as places of ritual, entombment and ancestor worship. Mud-brick structures, known as ziggurats, were built in ancient Mesopotamia, as well as in Mayan cities throughout Central and South America, and in ancient Greece, Rome and China. Surprisingly, there are more pyramids (255) in Sudan than in Egypt: the royal cemetery in Nuri, on the west side of the Nile, alone has more than 20 pyramid tombs for the kings and queens of the Nubian Kingdom of Kush.

Theories abound about the power of pyramids. It has been said that the shape generates energy, preserves food, sharpens razor blades and boosts plant growth, but nothing has, so far, been scientifically proven.
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SAINT CATHERINE’S MONASTERY

SINAI PENINSULA, EGYPT


THE WONDER OF IT

Ancient, sacred and solemn, Saint Catherine’s Monastery sits silent and solitary at the foot of one of Christianity’s holiest mountains. It is believed that this is where God spoke to Moses and where the angels brought the body of Saint Catherine after she was martyred.



A HOLY PLACE OF PILGRIMAGE

The sand-coloured walls of Saint Catherine’s Monastery rise from the rocky wilderness, and for centuries pilgrims arrived at the monastery after a punishing and hazardous journey across the desert. Travelling from Jerusalem, Eilat and Cairo, they were drawn here (and still are) by the holiness of the location, the sacred relics of Saint Catherine and the precious manuscripts and icons housed in the library.

The monastery sits on the slopes of Jebel Musa (Arabic for “the mountain of Moses”), where it is said Moses received the Ten Commandments from God, and where God spoke to him as a burning bush. Many see the monastery as the starting point for an onward pilgrimage to the summit of Jebel Musa. The mountain is also identified as Mount Sinai and is a holy location for Christians, Jews and Muslims. There are two ascents to the top. The older one is up 3,750 steps, carved by a monk, and it is known as the “steps of repentance”, passing the Spring of Moses and a chapel dedicated to the Virgin Mary. The other is more circuitous and more gradual. At the summit is a chapel to the Holy Trinity with frescoes that portray the story of the life of Moses, and a 12th-century mosque. It is possible to make the climb to the summit in the early morning to see the sun rise in spectacular fashion over the vast, barren desert.

The history of the monastery itself stretches back to the 3rd century when Empress Helena had a small chapel built at the site of the burning bush. Prayer and worship have taken place here ever since. Walls were built around the original chapel in the 6th century, at the order of Emperor Justinian, to protect the basilica, its monks and Christians seeking refuge.

Today the monastery is in the hands of the Church of Sinai, part of the Greek Orthodox church, and its brothers still carry out daily devotions. As well as the relics of Saint Catherine (off-limits to visitors), a bramble (Rubus sanctus) believed to be a transplanted descendant from the actual burning bush, grows in a chamber, the Chapel of the Burning Bush, behind the altar.




SAINT CATHERINE OF ALEXANDRIA

Saint Catherine’s symbol – the wheel – is familiar to anyone who has enjoyed a firework display. The story behind the spinning, sparkling Catherine wheel firework, however, has faded from memory over the years.

Legend has it that Saint Catherine was born in Alexandria around 287 CE into a wealthy family. When she was 18, she had a vision and converted to Christianity. With new-found zeal, she condemned the Emperor Maxentius for his persecution of Christians. He tried to silence her by confronting her with 50 pagan philosophers, but she countered all their arguments and even converted some of them. The emperor executed the philosophers for their trouble, then tried to persuade Catherine to marry him in another attempt to subdue her. She refused, saying that she was “a bride of Christ”. This enraged him further and he imprisoned her. In prison, Catherine converted many of the Imperial Guard as well as Maxentius’ wife, all of whom the Emperor executed.

The only course of action for Emperor Maxentius was to execute Catherine. He prepared a spiked breaking wheel, but when she touched it, it shattered. Thwarted, he instructed that she be beheaded. After her execution, a milky substance flowed from her neck, rather than blood. Angels then took her body to Mount Sinai where it lay until 850 CE, when monks found it, still intact, not having decomposed.

Saint Catherine’s feast day is 25 November and she is the patron saint of philosophers, preachers, librarians and young girls.
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For centuries, pilgrims walked across the desert to St Catherine’s Monastery.







THE NILE

A great river is a life-giving force, and nowhere more so than in the desert. It is easy to understand why the Nile was sacred to the Ancient Egyptians, and why it is still venerated today. All around it is barren wilderness, but along its banks there is greenery, life and nourishment. Survival is not possible without it.

The Nile is formed from two separate tributaries – the White Nile, which flows from central Africa, and the Blue Nile, whose source is in the highlands of Ethiopia. Their confluence is at Khartoum in Sudan, from where the river flows northwards until it splits into a wide delta and empties into the Mediterranean Sea.

Sources of rivers are magical places. The water rises from the earth in a trickle, unassuming and modest, with little suggestion of the mighty torrent it will become. The Blue Nile’s sacred source is the three springs in Gish Abay in the foothills of Mount Gish, Ethiopia. Pilgrims travel here to be blessed, to give thanks for the holy water and to seek good fortune or healing. The vast, beautiful water of the inland sea, Lake Tana, has also been nominated as the river’s source.

The source of the White Nile is, according to a trio of explorers in 2006, a muddy pool in the Nyungwe Forest in Rwanda.

ANCIENT EGYPTIANS & THE NILE

The Nile was a central part of Ancient Egyptian beliefs. Regarded as the source of life, it was interwoven with the myths and world of the gods. Most of the temples honouring the gods were built along its banks. All tombs were built on its west bank, as it was believed this was the side that symbolized death.

These sacred, cosmological and ancient sites have become a chain of stop-off points on many Nile cruises, and with good reason. Starting from Cairo, you pass the pyramids of Giza, then onwards to Karnak on the east bank, the biggest temple complex in the world, grand in scale, with ram-headed sphinxes and a sacred lake, and its neighbouring temple complex at Luxor.

On the other side (the west bank) of the river is the necropolis, with its tombs and monuments including the Valley of the Kings and Valley of the Queens, where pharaohs and their wives were interred. The beautiful temple at Esna, further along, was one of the last built in Egypt and was dedicated to the god Khnum, the god of the source of the Nile (he later became god of rebirth and creation). Downriver, the temple at Edfu, dedicated to Horus, is one of the best-preserved shrines in Egypt and houses the colossal black statue of Horus as a falcon. Kom Ombo is a double temple dedicated to the crocodile god Sobek and the falcon god Haroeris. Finally, the small temple at Philae, dedicated to Isis and other deities, formed the centre of the Ancient Egyptian cults, and was the last pagan temple in use in Egypt.
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The Ancient Egyptian temple complex at Karnak.
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The story of the Nile is interwoven with myths and tales of the gods.
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THE OUZOUD FALLS

MOROCCO

CRASHING FALLS

From an amphitheatre of red rocks – the edge of the Atlas Mountains – the Ouzoud Falls power into a pool from a height of 100m (330ft). The narrow muddy track to the waterfalls passes along the El Abid gorge under a canopy of olive trees. Barbary macaques swing by. The falls, of which there are several, crash to the ground, causing rainbows to shimmer into view, and powering flour mills in caves below (ouzoud means “grinding grain” in the Berber language).

SACRED WATERFALLS

Shamans and seers from many different cultures regard waterfalls as powerful places to connect with the spirit world as they are gathering points for ancestral souls. Sleeping beside one with the roar of the water pounding in your ears is said to induce prophetic dreams and visions.

The Jivaroan people of Ecuador involve waterfalls in their initiation rituals. The vision seeker walks naked behind the waterfall, chanting. At night they drink potent tobacco water and wait for a vision. If none comes, the process is repeated until one does. On returning home, they will dream of the ancestral soul who appeared in the vision, causing the power of that spirit to enter their bodies.


FIVE OTHER WATERFALLS TO FALL FOR AROUND THE WORLD

1 MOROCCO: CASCADES D’AKCHOUR, CHEFCHAOUEN: The two waterfalls at Akchour in the Rif Mountains are reached by walking from Chefchaouen for around two hours through a forested gorge. Less visited than the Ouzoud Falls, they are a peaceful place to spend an hour or so.

2 THE PHILIPPINES: TINAGO FALLS, ILIGAN CITY: Five cascades framing an emerald-coloured pool, these create a watery and misty veil over fern-and moss-covered cliffs. In a deep ravine reached by a steep staircase, they take a bit of finding, which makes them all the more rewarding.

3 UNITED STATES: HAVASU FALLS, ARIZONA: On the reservation of the Havasupai people, in a side canyon of the Grand Canyon, an aqua-blue waterfall spills over orange travertine cliffs. Book a visit in advance and walk the 8-km (5-mile) trail to reach it.

4 SCOTLAND: FAIRY POOLS, GLENBRITTLE, ISLE OF SKYE: Blue, crystal-clear pools are fed by waterfalls from the Cullin Mountains. This
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OSUN-OSOGBO SACRED GROVE

OSOGBO, OSUN STATE, NIGERIA






THE HOME OF THE RIVER GODDESS
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JERUSALEM






THE SACRED SITES

THE CHURCH OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE


TEMPLE MOUNT/HARAM AL SHARIF


THE JEWISH SITE/HAR HABAYIT




DOME OF THE ROCK
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IN SEARCH OF THE DEAD SEA SCROLLS

QUMRAN, ISRAEL

AN INTRIGUING DISCOVERY



THE TALES THEY TELL
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AD DEIR MONASTERY

PETRA, JORDAN






A HAND-CARVED CITY



A FRAGILE PLACE
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PIR-E SABZ (CHAK-CHAK)

YAZD, IRAN










FIRE AT ITS HEART



FIRE RITUALS
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