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The bicycle is not just a vehicle used to transport ourselves, to exercise one's body or to obtain
joy. It's a device which allows us to attain a much wealthier mental state than one would think
possible. Once we ride it, it's possible to experience a feeling close to that achieved by
meditation. The movements of the legs, the energy which arises through the body, the cadence
of our breathing and the floating attention on what's happening around us and in our mind all
create a similar state to the one we achieve when we sit crossed-legged, with our eyes closed,
allowing our thoughts to drift simply and naturally. Zen calls it mindfulness.
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“A man is rich in proportion to the number of things he can afford to let alone.”—H. D.
Thoreau“Tension is who you think you should be. Relaxation is who you are."—Zen Saying

ForewordWhen I ride a bike, I ride a bikeEach November, when I pass through Buenos Aires, it
has become a sort of ritual for me to meet Juan Carlos Kreimer in a bar in the Plaza Serrano, in
the lively neighbourhood of Palermo. He normally arrives on his bicycle, wearing a blue cap, and
with the bottom of his right trouser leg held by a clip, to keep it clear of the oil and grease of the
chain.There is no doubt that Juan Carlos has had a long and special relationship with his bike.
He touches it with a sense of affection and familiarity that makes me think of those couples who,
despite the passing of the years, are still interested in each other; who desire and respect each
other; and experience a lovely, natural way of co-operating, as if they were not two people but
one. It would be an exaggeration to say that Juan Carlos and his bike are one, but I wouldn’t
want to say that they are two. There is something special between them.I have known Juan
Carlos for around 25 years, and I have seen how he gives his passion and energy to everything
that moves him, and that he loves. So I am not surprised at all that he has decided to write a
book about cycling and Zen, as he is certainly a seeker after consciousness who has explored



the ins and outs of many therapeutic and spiritual techniques, combining both things, and he
has an obvious talent for integrating knowledge from different sources.I met him when he was
editing the magazine Uno Mismo. In it, he published one of my first articles, which greatly
reassured me, because its title referred to the therapist as “priest” and “prostitute”, words not
usually used in the terrain of psychotherapy. I am still grateful for that because, to my surprise
and incredulity, I noticed that afterwards my colleagues paid more attention to me than before—
something new for me, given that I hadn’t identified myself much with the majority of texts that I
had written.Then he came to Barcelona, to the Gestalt Institute, to lead a workshop entitled
Rebecoming Men, which is the title of one of his books. The subject of “being men” occupied his
interest and attention for several years. I have always thought that he is motivated by a reliable
inner radar that makes him interested in a variety of subjects to do with thoughts and actions that
help and transform us.Over the years, a trusting friendship has grown up between us. It is one of
those friendships that finds its strength and beauty in distance and, probably because of this, is
all the more valuable and generous—one of those much appreciated brotherly connections in
the journey of life for which I am truly grateful. Montaigne was so right when he remarked: “A life
without friends is like life on a desert island. True friendship multiplies the good in life and divides
its evils. It is the only remedy against ill fortune, and a relief for the soul.”We greet each other, sit
in a cafe, talk for a while about the essentials of life, projects, interests, loves, comings and
goings, troubles, and various stages of the journey. We listen to each other, and we talk about
practical ways that we can make life easier, such as, above all, to know that there is someone
there. Then we say goodbye until the next time we meet, without knowing how or when that will
be. And I see him leave with his blue cap, his smile, his air of happiness, and his bike. Or I
accompany him for some blocks in whichever direction he is going—the last time he took me to
visit the centre near Plaza Serrano, where he helps others to write and to know themselves
through writing, another of his specialties.Searching my bad memory, I cannot remember
whether it was during one of these talks in a cafe, or via email, that he asked me to write a
foreword to his book in which I could say whatever I wanted. I accepted enthusiastically—out of
friendship, brotherhood, and, above all, because I have faith. Having faith means a lot to me. It
means trusting that whatever a person does, he does it from a good place. The same thing
happens to me with therapists. I do not need to see them work; I just need to know whether I
have faith in them or not. What does it depend on? It seems to be something very unscientific,
such as perceiving them to be benevolent or having the spontaneous desire to make others feel
good about themselves. The rest—the work they do—is an extension of this, or an addition to
it.What follows are some reflections about the impact this book has had on me, and about the
essence that remains with me.After finishing reading The Bicycle Effect, I am left wondering
whether it offers words to live by in the world or literature for what we could call the
“transcendent self”. Does it deal with stimuli related to the affairs of everyday life, or is it about
spiritual matters?The response on one level is: both. It combines an invitation to enjoy life on two
wheels—this mystery of simply being alive which, if we are fortunate, we experience as simply a



“free” opportunity—along with a lot of practical advice on the art of riding a bike and nutrients
and poetry to feed the spirit provided by the immense wisdom of Zen. It suggests that we drop
our fixations and, instead, nurture a sense of attention, emptiness, non-doing, mindfulness, full
presence, and hygiene of thought, all of which can induce greater compassion, which in turn
leads to greater happiness, even though this is a spontaneous benefit that we didn’t set out to
seek.There is no doubt that compassion is crucial. We should remember that Buddhism evolved
from small vehicle, or Hinayana, to the great vehicle of Mahayana, of which Zen is a branch,
steadily moving towards the ideal of bodhisattva: acting for the benefit of all sentient beings. For
the practitioner, it is not enough to experience his own liberation and attain Buddhahood; the
awakened spirit becomes loving, compassionate, generous, and altruistic, and strives to ensure
that all beings attain the understanding of their true nature and free themselves from the
shackles of the personal self that entail suffering.But on another level, the answer is to be found
in knowing that perhaps there is no heaven and earth, matter and spirit, soul and body, everyday
and transcendence consciousness, construction and dissolution—that there is only one thing,
and we progress from duality to unity. If it is true that the rational mind can become overbearing
in its logical, disjunctive mode, it is no less true that human beings are also driven by a desire
that intuitively knows there is another source, another reality, and another unifying logic. The
scientist Niels Bohr remarked: “The opposite of a shallow truth is false. But the opposite of a
deep truth is also true”. This book provides signposts and clues to guide the cyclist along the
routes of his inner experience, to satisfy the desire and propel him towards mental
serenity.Looking at things another way, the bike serves as a symbol and metaphor. The bicycle is
an invention (designed and described by Leonardo da Vinci, as ex- plained in the book) that is
used more and more each day. New recruits are attracted by what it represents: think
independently, simplify things, slow down, see, feel, keep in contact with yourself and with life. It
is as if it embodies an emblematic principle that sums up a set of values and sensations,
including being in harmony with nature, health, care, respect, simplicity, human rhythm,
humanity, enjoyment, childhood and curiosity, balance, self-reliance, environmental awareness,
and so forth. It barely pollutes. It doesn’t make you stupid. It doesn’t release toxic gases. And in
its care and repair, you can make yourself almost self-sufficient because its mechanics are
simple and do not depend on big business or on highly specialized professionals. Skilled bicycle
sale and repair shops often thrive as small businesses and retain a flavour of the handmade,
family-run, and customer-friendly.Taking the analogy of bicycling being non-polluting and “pure”
further: When you ride a bike, and you are swept up in the flow of what you are doing, or even
feel one with the bike and the environment and with what is happening in each moment, the
mind is released from its fog and its toxins and, so to speak, is purified: it becomes empty like
the clear blue sky, and consequently peaceful. The cyclist smiles. All the mental constructions
and residues that make up your model of the world—views, analyses, categories, and so on—
are dissolved, or at least placed on hold. Paradoxically, the model or map of the world that we
create separates us from it. It is important, therefore, to let go of it and purify yourself.Mark 8:35,



in the New Testament, tells us that to die to the world is to attain eternal life: “For whosoever will
save his life shall lose it; but whosoever shall lose his life for my sake and the gospel’s, the same
shall save it.” It is beautiful—the idea that through riding a bike, which is in motion, you can
experience a stationary and eternal present, empty yourself out, even as the future approaches
us and absorbs us with its capricious forms.As I have said, this book contains nutrients and
poetry for the spirit. Reading it led me to reread the poem Faith in Mind (Shin Jin Mei in
Japanese) by the master Sosan, third Zen patriarch. Once again, I was struck by this wonderful
and cryptic poem: “Make the least distinction and heaven and earth are separated infinitely.”This
is what he says about purification. The thing that creates singularities, distinctions, or
evaluations is thought, by taking you away from the contemplative mode and slicing up reality
(not to say dismembering it) with its conceptual axe. In this way, heaven and earth, light and
darkness, up and down, form and emptiness cease to be one and the same; we enter duality—
dichotomy and dialectic. The “I” establishes itself and builds its own prison. Zen is method and
goal at the same time. It is not a means to an end, but a simultaneous means and an end. It
offers the potential to break the walls of our personal prison.As an aside, this evocative book led
me back into my personal past. On cold and boring evenings in Pamplona, during periods of
leave from the stupid barracks where I did my stupid military service, I read Suzuki Roshi. I am
sure that I did not understand much, but I didn’t care, because simply reading it gave me a
sensation of feeling more alive, more in myself, or something like that; and it acted as an antidote
to the time-wasting and meaninglessness of the military. Today, I think that, without being fully
aware of it, I was motivated by this desire for transcendence and wisdom that I believe lives and
beats in all of us.Coming back to bicycles, memories of my rural childhood have flooded back
while reading this book. I was part of a large family, and I have a clear memory (as well as the
emotions attached) of the one-of-a-kind children’s bike at my grandparents’ farmhouse, which
was used by a huge number of cousins, all eager to ride 300 metres of glory, before passing it on
with regret, unwillingness, and envy to the next child. With so many brothers and cousins, we
had to learn generosity, respect, and sharing. But the yearning and pleasure associated with
riding that bike were indescribable, pedalling along the track, flanked by almond trees and
reeds, until you reached the point where for safety reasons you had to turn back in order to avoid
the railway line that ran through the small village.I was also taken back to my grandfather’s
enormous, old, yellowish-orange bike. If we saw his parked bike while he was drinking coffee
and playing cards in the bar beside the park, we would run to ask if we could take turns riding it.
We had to put our right legs inside the frame to climb onto the saddle and then we could start
pedalling. Later, I felt the enormous teenage pleasure of pedalling with groups of friends around
the roads that surround the fields.I realize now that I did not have my own bicycle until I was a
grown-up. I bought my first one in Barcelona when I was 20 years old. I confess that after using it
a little in the city, I was scared and became convinced that my life was in imminent danger.
Fortunately, times have changed, and today there are increasing numbers of bike lanes and
people adding themselves to the ranks of urban cycling, inspired by the stress reduction and



health benefits that bicycle-friendly cities promote.
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