Unveiling the Secrets of the Marathon Monks
of Mount Hiei: A Journey of Endurance and
Spirituality

Nestled amidst the verdant slopes of Mount Hiei in Japan, the Marathon
Monks embark on a sacred pilgrimage that pushes the limits of human
endurance and tests the depths of their spiritual resolve. These dedicated
individuals, known as "Hieizan Marathon Monks" or "Kensu," have
captivated the world with their extraordinary feats of extreme running,
which form an integral part of their centuries-old Buddhist tradition.
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Historical Origins

The origins of the Marathon Monks can be traced back to the founding of
Enryaku-ji Temple on Mount Hiei in the 8th century. The temple's founder,
Saicho, established a rigorous training regimen for his disciples, which
included long-distance running as a means of physical and mental
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discipline. Over the centuries, this practice evolved into the marathon
pilgrimage that the monks undertake today.

Training and Preparation

Becoming a Marathon Monk requires years of intense training and
preparation. Prospective monks undergo a rigorous regimen that includes
daily runs of up to 50 kilometers, as well as weightlifting, martial arts, and
meditation. The training is designed not only to build physical endurance
but also to foster mental resilience and spiritual growth.

Central to the monks' training is the concept of "towaza," which emphasizes
perseverance and determination. Monks are taught to push beyond their
limits, to endure pain and discomfort, and to find inner strength through
adversity. This philosophy extends beyond physical endurance and
permeates all aspects of their monastic life.

The 1,000-Day Pilgrimage

The culmination of the Marathon Monks' training is the iconic 1,000-day
pilgrimage, known as the "do-iri." During this arduous journey, monks run
over 15 kilometers every day for 1,000 consecutive days, covering a total
distance of more than 15,000 kilometers. The pilgrimage takes them
through treacherous mountain trails, dense forests, and busy urban streets,
testing their endurance and unwavering faith.

The do-iri is not merely a physical challenge; it is also a profound spiritual
journey. Along the way, monks encounter a diverse range of people and
experiences, offering opportunities for reflection, compassion, and the
cultivation of wisdom.



Spiritual Beliefs and Practices

The Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei adhere to the Tendai school of
Buddhism, which emphasizes the importance of self-discipline, asceticism,
and the attainment of enlightenment. Their training and pilgrimage are seen
as forms of meditation, helping them to purify their minds and bodies and to
deepen their connection with the divine.

The monks believe that through extreme physical exertion, they can
transcend their physical limitations and achieve a state of spiritual
transcendence. Running becomes a metaphor for the journey towards
enlightenment, where obstacles and challenges are opportunities for
growth and transformation.

The Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei are a testament to the human spirit's
extraordinary capacity for endurance, resilience, and spiritual growth. Their
unwavering dedication to their beliefs and their willingness to push
themselves to the limits inspire awe and admiration. The insights gained
from their journey offer valuable lessons for anyone seeking to overcome
challenges, find inner strength, and lead a life of purpose and meaning.

For those seeking a deeper understanding of the Marathon Monks and
their unique way of life, the book "The Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei" by
David C. Scott provides a comprehensive and captivating account of their
history, training, and spiritual beliefs. This meticulously researched work
offers a rare glimpse into the enigmatic world of these extraordinary
individuals and the profound impact of their journey on both their own lives
and the wider world.
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