Snowboarding to heaven

A PhD in Snowboarding?

I really enjoy telling people about my PhD. The responses I get tell me a lot about the person I am talking to.  I have the first PhD in Snowboarding.  It doesn't mean that I claim to be the best snowboarder in the world, not by a long way.  My PhD isn't about techniques, nor the mechanics of how the boards are made.  I am studying the spirituality of snowboarding.  This is the point when most people either think I’m winding them up (“Yeh right – spirituality and snowboarding”) or they switch on seriously – cos they get it.  A little background to me might help.

I have been riding for about 15 years, roughly the same time as I have been an Anglican Priest.  I used to ski, but got bored and frustrated with it.  For me snowboarding means having fun rather than worrying about technique – I rode powder my first day on a mountain. I’m not heavily into tricks, I’d rather ride the whole mountain than spend my time flying off a jump. Snowboarding has taken me in new directions too.  I’ve learnt to rock climb so I can handle ropes and go backcountry.  I’m improved my fitness by cycling so I can ride hard without my legs burning out. Eventually snowboarding brought me out to live at the best snow resort in the world - Red Mountai, BC.

I discovered that there was a term 'soulriding' in the language of snowboarding.  This fascinated me, I wanted to know what it was, who were the 'soulriders' and how I could do it.  Then I became a university chaplain, and I soon realised that I had an opportunity to study this concept of 'soul riding'.  My focus was “what is spiritual about soul riding?”  

Snowboarding is one of the newest of sports, and one of the fastest growing.  In the  30 years of its existence it has become an Olympic sport, it has shed its underground, rebellious youth image and become a sport for all ages.  However it retains a sense of ‘cool’, of association with danger, and of being part of a ‘lifestyle’ rather than a weekend or holiday activity.  

Whilst snowboarding can be spiritual for me,  what has been encouraging is that 95% of my interviewees have said that snowboarding can be spiritual for them too. So what are the elements which make snowboarding spiritual?  When does snowboarding become soul riding?  Maybe the best way for me is to describe a 'typical' soulriding experience.

The soulride experience

Imagine a beautiful sunny day on the mountain, a couple of days after a big snowfall.  The near-piste powder has all gone.  It's time for a visit to the back-country.  With some friends you ascend the lift system to one of the high points of the resort, and then take off your boards and  hike for half an hour or so to access the hidden powder-fields.  As you hike, you leave the crowded pistes behind, and have a growing sense of earning your way into the wilderness.  At last you reach the point where you will descend, and you pause.  Around you are the mountains, behind you are the crowds, in front of you field after field of untouched powder.  Anticipation, excitement and a sense of peace flood through you.  

You look around, both at your companions and at the slope below, looking for the route that you will take.  Everyone is aware of the danger of avalanche, so you check your gear.  Then you strap in to your board, and one by one descend.  Maybe you wait till last – to enjoy watching everyone else go down, to learn from what they find, and to have the freedom to go at your own pace.  Maybe you go in front, so you can make the first tracks, and spend time  at stops enjoying the natural wilderness.  

Sometimes, particularly at the beginning, everyone is whooping and laughing, delighted at the powder.  Sometimes it all seems to go silent, and there's just you and the snow, and even the sensation of constant turning disappears.  At these moments you are both completely focussed on your riding, aware of every nuance of the snow and your board, and almost detached, as if the board is guiding itself and you are just a passenger. Time stops.  

And then you are out of the moment – seeing one of your friends has found a snow covered rock to jump off.  You head for it …take off….fly ….  land…. fall and roll in the powder - laughing as you get up.  Nothing matters.  This is what life is all about.

What is 'Soulriding'?

The term ‘soulriding’ begs the question of  whether there is a distinct and recognisable spirituality within snowboarding.  It is possible that the “soul” of soul riding is on a level with “soul food” or soul music, or that soul riding is merely a media construct intended to sell more product or to advance the aims of the snowboard industry in some way.  In my research I  interviewed 35 snowboarders, to examine what snowboarders understand by the term “soulriding”. 

So the what are the elements which make snowboarding spiritual? When does snowboarding become soul riding?   I am not trying to come to any kind of definition of spiritual, I specifically invite my interviewees to use the word spiritual as they see fit.   Some are not happy with the use of the word at all, others use the word to refer to a variety of  experiences.  

Here are some typical quotes from my interviews:

“It’s zen cos everything comes together.” 

“It’s the only time I really feel focused.” 

“I’m not a spiritual person, and riding makes me feel spiritual.”  

“It’s a spiritual thing, but it’s not about God”

“It makes me feel at one with myself.”

These themes have wider significance than just snowboarding.  Whilst church and other religious adherence is shrinking, there is a continuing, if not growing, interest in spirituality.  People may not want church, but they are not content with a purely materialist view of life - they want to believe in “something more”, even if they don’t know - or want to know what that something is. The reference to spirituality in “soul riding” is an example of this interest in non-religious spirituality.   “Soul riding” may be some kind of indication of the developing and emerging spiritualities which could are forming an alternative to the mainstream religions and religious systems.

My research was looking as an understanding of understanding spirituality - seeing it as a frame, or a way of looking at the world. This avoids defining spirituality but recognises the kind of thing people mean when they talk about spirituality.  Furthermore this frame can have three aspects, or dimensions.  These are: identity or the interior dimension; experience or the interface dimension; and context or the exterior dimension.  The point of my research was not to define soulriding – but to capture the range of understandings and to see how they fitted with my model of spirituality.  My research used a list of 10 elements of the soulriding experience which the snowboarders responded to.

Elements of soulriding

I identified a number of  elements of the soulriding experience in the pilot research. Not everybody values all of them, and there are some overlaps.  But for most of the riders I have interviewed, most of the following are significant. The ten elements are divided into the three dimensions of spirituality - identity or the interior dimension; experience or the interface dimension; and context or the exterior dimension. 

The context elements

Awareness of nature The soulrider is aware of the sky and the mountains around them, of graceful and dramatic shapes and colour schemes.  They are aware of  changing weather patterns, of animals, of the whole environment in which they ride.  The environment  produces the state of  "mana", which someone characterised as a blend of fear, wonder and attraction.    Mountains have inspired these sorts of feeling for as long as we have record . 

Risk and awareness of death – Snowboarders know that their sport carries risks, and they evaluate those as best they can, balancing the danger against the adventure.  There is an awareness of the possibility of at least injury, because almost all riders have had personally seen incidents resulting in serious injury, they know people who carry injuries and they see the ‘slam’ sections of snowboard videos which show the professional riders hurting themselves.  

Play.  For a soulrider play is not something childish, but something child-like, a return to an innocent state, an opportunity to learn with pain or stress, pure enjoyment.  

 Freedom / Escape  This is a twofold theme.  On one side, the experience of riding is itself an experience of freedom, enjoying the weightless feeling of riding powder, of speed, of flying, of going where you choose.   On the other side is the escape from  the riders everyday experience of being constrained by towns and cities, jobs and the minutiae of living, and by their culture.  

The experience elements

Rhythm and flow – A snowboarder spend almost all their time turning, moving from one edge to the other, rhythm is part of the movement, and as you get better the movement flows, the whole experience becomes one of flowing with the board, with the mountain.  Snowboarding relates extremely well to psychological work on flow.  

Oneness – For many snowboarders,  their riding is a way of finding peace with themselves or the world around them, of resolving the tensions of their lives into simple movement down the mountain.  This fits understandings of flow, play and escape.

Transcendence – For some, at some times, the experience of riding becomes a meditation, and somehow they are present and not present, time stops, concerns worries, even self awareness fall away.  Those who talk about these type of experiences talk about ‘moments’ of bliss, which are not controllable or predictable.  .

The identity elements

Community  – Snowboarders are part of a community, or a sub-culture.  There is a language, values, norms, symbols, products made for (and by) snowboarders.  Snowboarders belong to this community and feel part of it. 

Lifestyle – The word lifestyle is used in a number of different ways.  For some a snowboard lifestyle means living in pursuit of snow,  and being prepared to make significant concessions to achieve this.  For others snowboarding affects their attitudes to the way they live their life – the norms and vales they adopt are those of snowboarding culture. For others there is a more superficial ‘lifestyle’ which involves certain brands and styles of clothing and music.  

Meaning/purpose in life – Many rider find that the two or three weeks a year they can spend riding become what their life is about.  It is in the mountain that they feel truly themselves, they live their lives around riding. Again snowboarding becomes a source of identity. 

Some Conclusions

Soulriding is seen by most of my interviewees as ‘pure’ snowboarding.  Snowboarding just for the love of riding, and with a commitment to riding rather then because it’s currently ‘cool’ to ride.  For some snowboarding has become one of many ways to meditative or transcendent experience, to moments of bliss, but generally these come as a bonus.

Many of the elements identified in my research can be found in other religions and spiritualities, as the theoretical frameworks identify.  There are two main omissions – in soulriding there is no reference to God and there is no explicit philosophical or theological framework.  

In my research, some of  those who had strong religious belief were unable to frame snowboarding as spiritual because the idea conflicted with their religious beliefs.  The other group of people who could not see the spiritual in snowboarding were "techriders",  who rode in aggressive or exclusively technical ways.

So what is soulriding?  As a spirituality it offers an experience of peace and flow in a context of natural beauty, play, risk, and escape. It is part of the riders' identity with the community and lifestyle. It is a contrast to the wider experience either of the rider – in the rest of their lives, or to the rest of the riders’ culture, for those who live in the mountains. 

Soulriding makes no claims of exclusivity or supremacy.  For some people, at some time in their lives, it may be the appropriate means for them to experience something of the spiritual.  At other times they may experience the spiritual in a different, maybe a completely different, way.  

The most significant element in snowboarding is whether you can "frame" the experience as spiritual.  It is about a mental shift.  Is play spiritual or futile? Can you engage in an activity purely for the pleasure of the activity itself.  Paradoxically, it is only when the motivation is pure that the activity can become something more.

Where next?

I’ve found that in riding, as in the rest of life, if you open your mind then you get far more than you expect.  Going into the backcountry is a trip into a different world, and the powder your were seeking becomes just one aspect of what you find. I’ve discovered is that soulriding isn’t limited to powder.  There’s people soulriding by carving on hard-pack,  and by riding half-pipe.  Whatever the conditions, there are ways to get to that spiritual place.  I am currently discovering 'soulriding' on a dirtbike, as well as canoeing, and hiking, and even sitting at my desk.  The most significant decision as to whether you are a soulrider - doing it for the yourself - or a tech rider - doing it to impress others.  My hope now, apart from soulriding as much as possible, is set up a course on soulriding – to help people find the soul in their riding, and to enjoy the mountain whatever the conditions.

