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In the high mountains of Japan, mist curls around the slopes and ancient trails lead
deep into forests where stone shrines lie half-hidden. Here, the yamabushi —
mountain ascetics — walk in silent devotion. Shugendo, their path, is not a religion
in the conventional sense, but a way of disciplined practice blending Buddhism,
Shinto, and Taoist alchemy. It is a way of becoming one with the mountain,
testing the limits of body, mind, and spirit, and awakening to the sacred nature of
reality.

This first lesson introduces the Yamabushi Way and sets the stage for your journey
through Shugendo meditation. You will learn the origins and philosophy of
Shugendo, understand the importance of purification, and practice your first
meditation: the Goma Fire Contemplation, a ritual of burning away impurities. By
engaging with this ancient practice, you take your first steps into the mountain
path.

Part I: The Philosophy of the Yamabushi Path

Shugendo (JO0) literally translates as the “Way of Cultivating Spiritual Power
through Ascetic Training.” Practitioners are called yamabushi ([JJ), meaning
“those who lie down in the mountains.” The name points to a life of immersion in
mountain wilderness, where the sacred presence of nature is most vividly felt.

Roots of Shugendo
¢ Buddhist Influence (Esoteric Buddhism, Shingon & Tendai): Shugendo

incorporates mantras, mudras, mandalas, and visualizations. The fierce deity
Fudo Myoo, immovable protector of wisdom, plays a central role.
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* Shinto Influence: Mountains, rivers, forests, and stones are seen as kami
(sacred spirits). To climb a mountain is to approach the dwelling place of gods.

* Taoist Influence: Shugendo adopts Taoist alchemy, breath control, and
energy circulation practices, seeing the body as a microcosm of the cosmos.

The yamabushi path is experiential. Instead of relying solely on scripture,
practitioners enter the mountains, fast, meditate under waterfalls, walk pilgrimages,
and endure cold, heat, and hardship. Each act is a doorway into realization.

Core Principles of the Yamabushi Way

1. Nature as Teacher: Mountains and rivers are not scenery but living teachers.
By entering them, one learns truth.

2. Discipline as Liberation: Hardship is not punishment but a tool for burning
away delusion.

3. Body as Vessel: Enlightenment is not abstract — it is embodied through
breath, endurance, and ritual.

4. Purification: Impurities (anger, greed, ignorance) are constantly burned
away, like offerings cast into sacred fire.

5. Union of Traditions: Shugendo does not divide Buddhist, Shinto, and Taoist
thought — it unites them in practice.
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Part II: Entering the Fire - The Role of Purification

Before stepping further into the mountain path, one must undergo purification.
Just as fire burns away dross from metal, spiritual fire removes attachments, fears,
and the illusions clouding true perception.

In traditional Shugendo, purification takes many forms:
e Fasting (to cleanse the body).
e Water immersion (to cleanse the spirit).
e Chanting mantras (to purify thought).
« Ritual fire offerings (to release karmic burdens).

In this first practice, you will begin with Goma Fire Contemplation ([JJ[], goma-
gy0), an adaptation of the esoteric fire ritual where offerings are cast into sacred
flames. Instead of a physical fire altar, you will work with inner fire visualization
to ignite your journey.

Part lll: Guided Meditation - Goma Fire Contemplation

This practice will last 20-30 minutes. Set aside a quiet space where you will not be
disturbed. If possible, light a candle before you, to serve as a physical anchor to the
meditation.

Step 1: Preparation (5 minutes)

e Sit in a comfortable posture — either cross-legged on the floor or upright in a
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chair with your feet grounded.

* Place hands in gassho (palms together in prayer). Bow gently to honor the
lineage of yamabushi who walked before you.

* Close your eyes and begin to breathe slowly and deeply, inhaling through
the nose, exhaling through the mouth.

Step 2: Invocation (2 minutes)

 Silently chant the mantra of Fudo Myo60: “Néomaku Samanda Bazara Dan Kan.”

» With each repetition, imagine summoning the energy of immovable clarity and
fierce compassion.

Step 3: Visualization of the Fire (5 minutes)

* Imagine before you a great fire, bright and roaring, contained within a sacred
altar.

e See the flames reaching upward, consuming all impurities without hesitation.

e Smell the faint trace of smoke. Feel its warmth against your face.
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Step 4: Offering Impurities (10 minutes)

» With each inhale, become aware of impurities within: anger, fear, doubt,
resentment.

» With each exhale, imagine casting these impurities into the fire, watching
them turn to ash.

* One by one, name them silently: “I release anger.” “I release fear.” “l release
doubt.”

e Continue until you feel lighter, clearer, freer.

Step 5: Transformation (5 minutes)

» As the fire consumes, see its light spreading within your own chest.

e Imagine a flame glowing in your heart, steady and unwavering.

» With each breath, this flame grows, filling your body with warmth and clarity.

* Know that this fire will accompany you throughout your Shugendo path.

Step 6: Closing (3 minutes)

* Place hands again in gassho.
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* Bow once to the inner fire, once to the outer fire (the candle if present), and
once to the mountain path.

» Take three deep breaths before slowly opening your eyes.

Part IV: Integration and Reflection

Meditation is only the beginning. Shugendo emphasizes walking practice into
daily life. After the fire contemplation, continue integrating its meaning throughout
your day.

Journaling Prompts:
1. What did the fire consume within me today?
2. What did the flame in my heart feel like?
3. How does purification prepare me for the journey ahead?

Daily Micro-Practice:

Whenever you feel overcome by anger, fear, or distraction during the week, pause
for a moment. Close your eyes, breathe deeply, and imagine tossing the impurity
into the inner fire of your chest.

Part V: Teacher’s Commentary

The Goma Fire Contemplation is not only symbolic — it is alchemical. Fire, in the
esoteric Buddhist tradition, is both destructive and creative. It destroys illusion but
creates clarity. The yamabushi learn to walk directly into hardship not to be
destroyed but to be forged into strength.
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By beginning your Shugendo journey with fire, you set the foundation: you will meet
challenges, but each one is a spark for transformation. The mountain will test you,
as it tested those before you, but within you is already the flame of endurance.

In this first lesson, you have stepped into the world of Shugendo by learning about
the yamabushi path, its roots, and its principles. You have performed your first
meditation — the Goma Fire Contemplation — casting impurities into the sacred
flame and awakening the inner fire of transformation.

As you continue, remember: Shugendo is not a philosophy to believe in but a path
to embody. Each lesson will deepen your connection to body, breath, and
mountain, forging you into one who walks the sacred path.



