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Abstract
The study aims to understand the precursors, catalysts and dimensions of the spiritual transformation of Chinese travelers on the Camino de Santiago. Guided by the theoretical frameworks that conceptualize spiritual transformation and quantum change, data about the transformative experience from eighty-two blogs written by Chinese Camino travelers has been collected and analyzed. The results of the study show that Chinese travelers underwent spiritually transformative experiences which can be observed in the changes in their relationship to themselves, others, nature and the transcendent. These four elements are interconnected and their relational dynamics are experienced as something integrated with Chinese spiritual traditions. The study also proposes and explores the universality of spiritual experience regardless of the denominational features of the religious space, as well as the important role of embodied experience and the critical factors of liminality in the process of spiritual transformation on the Camino de Santiago. Implications for personal growth, mental health, the development of pilgrimage or tourist trails, and coping with challenges in a post-pandemic world are also discussed.
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Feet in hell, spirit in heaven: Spiritual transformation of Chinese travelers on the Camino de Santiago
	As an important dimension of human experience, a great deal of attention has been paid to spirituality in fields as diverse as philosophy, religious studies, psychology, medicine, anthropology, sociology and tourism studies. In Western culture and history, Christianity has long been the leader in the conceptualization of spirituality.  All too often burdened by a dualistic mindset, the concept has traditionally been understood as something related to the divine, in contrast to the flesh. However, this concept has gradually been enriched, especially during the 20th century, when the word ‘spirituality’ was conceptualized beyond the field of religion and used in any discipline as a means to refer to the realm of the personal (Ramos-Riera, 2016). While investigating the phenomenon of religious conversion, William James (1902) theorized that, while spirituality has to do with transcendence, it could also refer to one’s relationship with others, the universe, or divinity, depending on the perspective and belief system of the individual. The humanist psychologist Maslow (1968; 1970) pointed out that self-actualization and ‘peak experiences’ are also linked with spiritual development. Entering the 21st century, some prominent research on spirituality has been conducted by Pargament and his colleagues (1999; 2004; 2006), who defined spirituality as a search for the sacred. Spirituality is also conceptualized as a quest for ultimate meanings, values or goals, which constitutively remains in a dialogical relation with religion – where not only personal experience and universality are emphasized but also, rather prominently, emphasizing the sense of belonging to institutions and specific groups (Rambo & Bauman, 2012; Sheldrake, 2013). In this paper, non-institutionally mediated spirituality is essentially considered.
	Spirituality connotates dynamic life progress and growth. Therefore, personal changes in the spiritual realm have been a frequent topic in the studies of spirituality in various disciplines or social settings (La Pierre, 1994; Pargament, 2006). Scholars have investigated the precursors, catalysts, contents and effects of spiritual transformation from different theoretical perspectives. In the field of mental health, scholars developed theories of spiritual conversion and transformation (Mahoney & Pargament, 2004; Pargament, 2006) and quantum change (Miller & C’ de Baca, 1994; Miller, 2004), although quantum change is not exclusively related to changes in the spiritual realm. 
	Spirituality is shaped by the historical, cultural, social context of the subjects of such experiences (Murray & Graham, 1997; Bowman, 1991). Different cultures have different understandings of the self and the transcendent, of life meaning-making, of life priorities, of how mental health is affected by transcendence. This diversity has an impact on the perception, feeling and behavioral presentation of spirituality (Rambo, 1999; Liu, 2015; Wang et al., 2020). Ancient Greek-Roman civilization, ancient Indian civilization, Semitic civilization, and Chinese civilization have all developed specific religious or spiritual orientations, with certain similarities but also with notable differences (Ji, 1993). Some scholars argued that Chinese spirituality is characterized  by emphasizing the unity of man (ren 人) and the transcendent (tian 天) – with the latter character adding a horizontal stroke on top of a person with open arms, to signify what is higher and greater. In this understanding, the divine is grasped in terms of the secular and sometimes practically diluted into it, whereas in Western monotheistic traditions, the immanent/transcendent bipolarity is often more striking. This has led to more dichotomic concepts when thinking of the relation between man and divinity, the sacred and the profane (Tong, 2010; Liu, 2011; Zhang, 2020). In the East, the divine has often been conceptualized as nature where man is a part of it, while in the West a division between the natural and the supernatural has dictated the trend. The Christian doctrine of incarnation or the Jewish concept of the ‘kingdom of God’ might point in a more integrated direction, but again, due to the presence of Christian churches as relatively independent secular powers, a theoretical and practical rupture has taken place, which has led people to understand spirituality as something dissociated from nature which is accessible on a presumed upper-layer of reality (Ramos-Riera, 2021).
	Much of the research on spirituality has been conducted in the West among clinical patients or Christian religious converts. The theories developed in those studies may not be completely applicable to individuals who grew up in Eastern spiritual traditions such as the Chinese or Indian populations.  Therefore, a more Indigenized theoretical development, as for instance in China, has been called for (Rambo & Bauman, 2012; Guo & Ma, 2014; Liu, 2015; Zhang, 2020).
	The world famous Santiago de Compostela Pilgrimage Routes are a web of world heritage routes that cross through several national borders towards the Galician capital in North West Spain. When the tomb of Jesus’s apostle St James the Great was mysteriously discovered in this part of Spain in the 9th century, millions of pilgrims started to travel there with the aim of worshipping his remains. The place was therefore named according to the object of the finding (sanctus Jacobus), which allegedly occurred beneath a field of stars (campus stellae). Thus, by medieval times the pilgrimage roads that lead to Santiago had become some of the most popular Christian pilgrimage pathways (Tilson, 2015; Chemin, 2016). After their decline in the 16-19th century, the millennium-old route has now experienced a revitalization with some new features. Compared to their medieval counterparts, the contemporary pilgrims of the Camino de Santiago have shown a diversity of motivations. Spiritual growth, culture, nature, leisure, personal wellness or sport, as well as religious motivations such as closeness to God and atonement, are all factors that drive people to do the Camino in the 21st century (Lois-González, 2015; Amaro et al, 2018; Farias et al, 2019). 
Another significant shift is the background of the pilgrims, which is more diversified than in the past. The statistics from the international Pilgrims’ Office of Santiago de Compostela showed that in 2019 alone, the pilgrims who claimed the official certificate came from 190 countries and regions, and from all the continents in the world. The majority come from Europe, but there are also pilgrims from North and South America, 7.42% and 4.54% among the total number of pilgrims respectively, and 3.57% from East Asia (Pilgrims’ Office). Travelers from different cultural and religious backgrounds walked, ate and rested together every day, exchanged ideas, and formed friendships (Zhang et al, 2021). Various studies of the Camino pilgrim experience indicate that, for many pilgrims, spiritual growth and transformation are among the most significant elements of their Camino. Pilgrims reported their transformative experience such as increased personal wellbeing, spiritual growth, finding new life directions, answers and meanings. They also highlighted the discovery of a sense of communitas with fellow pilgrims. Many studies explained these transformative experiences in the light of Turner’s (1969) concept of ‘liminality’ (Slavin, 2003; Genoni, 2011; Luik, 2012; Lopez, 2013; Oviedo et al, 2014; Nilsson & Tesfahuney, 2016). However, not many details were provided in those studies regarding the specific weight of the elements which fostered the transformative process.
Spiritual Transformation and Quantum Change
	This research adopted two prominent relevant theoretical frameworks as reference points to explore the spiritual transformation of Chinese travelers on the Santiago pilgrimage routes, namely the framework addresses spiritual transformation and another one which analyzes quantum change.
	Regarding the first model, Pargament and his colleagues conceptualized the catalysts, nature and dimensions of spiritual transformation. Spiritual transformation is defined as a fundamental change in the place or the characteristics of the sacred (Pargament, 1999; 2006). Sacredness is a key concept in spiritual transformation theory. It accounts for the essential qualities of the transcendent, and what is related to ultimate reality and objects (Pargament & Mahoney, 2002; Pargament, 2006; Hill & Pargament, 2008). The elements that are associated with significant spiritual transformations include long-term stress or acute stressful events, a personal crisis that causes despair or a sense of inadequacy, or interpersonal conflicts such as unhealthy family relationships. Other elements such as religious or spiritual practice (religious activities, prayers, meditations, reading), sharing within a community, or music, nature, intense exercise are found to have the potential to facilitate spiritual growth (Zinnbauer & Pargament, 1998; Mahoney & Pargament, 2004). At the core of spiritual transformation there is a change in one’s relationship with the self, others and the sacred. Spiritual transformation is not necessarily limited to religion, but bears an inextricable bond to the sacred. 
	Quantum change describes a sudden, profound, positive and enduring change in the most significant place in one’s life that is self-transcending (Miller & C’ de Baca, 1994; Miller, 2004). Such changes might not be religious in nature, they are more about a change in the self and the conceptualization of reality, an increased level of consciousness, a process of self-actualization. Approximately half of the participants in the aforementioned researchers’ studies have experienced some rock bottom life crisis such as the death of a family member, severe illness, addiction, or a failed marriage, and it is the pain caused by such crises that compels these individuals to seek changes in their lives. Some obvious transformations that happened to quantum changers involve positive affectivity –feeling of inner peace, settlement and joy, as clear signs of a new state of consciousness (Gothóni, 1993)- new values and life priorities, committing to fewer but healthier interpersonal relationships, a new worldview that incorporate the connectedness of the self with a larger and greater reality –e.g. humanity, the creation, and universe (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001; Miller, 2004). It can be said that quantum change makes people become more stable and mature.
	Both theoretical frameworks engage in describing the precursors and catalysts that lead to profound changes, and also in identifying key dimensions of deep transformations in which individuals change their relationship with themselves, others and the world. Generally, such changes are positive and contribute to improved personal wellbeing, life perspectives, connectedness with others and with the transcendent. However, the theory of spiritual transformation refers to changes which affect the relation to the sacred, whereas that of quantum change describes phenomena of personal evolution. The key elements of the two theoretical frameworks are summarized in Table 1: 
Table 1
Theoretical Frameworks of Spiritual Transformation and Quantum Change
	
	Spiritual transformation
	Quantum change

	Nature of transformation
	a fundamental  change in the place or the characteristics of the sacred in one's life
	a transformation in what people perceive to be of ultimate significance in the self and reality

	Precursors to transformation
	long-term stress
acute stressful events
interpersonal conflict
	life crisis

	Catalysts to transformation
	religious practice 
community communion 
music, nature, intense  exercise
	pain and suffering

	Dimensions of transformation
	understanding in the relationship with self-understanding in the relationship with others
understanding in the relationship with the sacred
	positive affectivity
values and life priorities
relationship
worldview

	Effect of transformation
	personal satisfaction
low anxiety and depression, inner peace, forgiveness
deeper  relationship with the sacred
	positive emotions
more settled
more mature 


Note. Mahoney & Pargament, 2004; Pargament, 2006; Miller, 2004
	The studies devoted to the spiritual transformation of pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago are scarce and are focused mostly on pilgrims from a Western background. The present study intends to focus on the Chinese travelers of the Camino to investigate their spiritual transformative experience through the lenses of previous theoretical frameworks on spiritual transformation, while critically inquiring about the universal validity of those frameworks. Specifically, this study intends to find out 1) in which dimensions did Chinese travelers experience spiritual transformation? 2) What are the precursors and catalysts that contributed to such changes? 3) How does the transformative process occur? With a deeper understanding of spiritual experiences of the Chinese on the Camino, the cross-cultural generalizability of the theoretical frameworks on spiritual transformation can be explored and extended. Moreover, it will become clearer how tourist spaces such as the Camino can be developed to facilitate positive transformative experiences which can contribute to the wellbeing of individuals from more culturally diverse backgrounds. In the following sections, the previous literature will be reviewed to identify the theoretical framework, and the methodology used, before engaging in the presentation and discussion of the findings.
Methods
Since the research on spiritual transformation is subjective and abstract in nature, in this study we find it appropriate to adopt a qualitative approach to get an in-depth understanding of the spiritual transformation experienced by Chinese Camino travelers, as well as to discover the internal connections of the subtle elements associated to it. For this purpose, the frameworks of spiritual transformation and quantum change are useful means to employ a theory-driven thematic analysis when treating the data on the spiritual transformation of Chinese travelers on the Camino.
Data collection
Questions regarding spirituality and religion are extremely personal. Furthermore, they are also very sensitive in contemporary China. However, travel blogs written by travelers about their inner path, their experiences and reflections are excellent sources for an investigation into spiritual experience in tourism (Norman, 2012). Moreover, autobiography has also been used as an effective research tool for gaining insight into lived human experiences from shared accounts of the self (Reed-Danahay, 2001; Tripathi et al., 2020). This study looks into the travel blogs from three major Chinese travel websites (Qyer.com, Mafengwo.cn, Ctrip.com) posted by Chinese travelers who have completed the Camino and shared their personal experience in the form of online diaries.  Such user-generated-content has the advantage of being non-intrusive, large in amount, easy to handle and time-saving for research purposes. Furthermore, the content usually reflects authentic feelings and thoughts of the authors who voluntarily share their experience with others virtually (Carson, 2008; Bryman & Bell, 2015). The key words used for identifying the targeted blogs are Chinese translations of ‘the Camino de Santiago’. The selection criteria include 1) the authors have completed the Camino themselves either walking, cycling, horse-riding or in a wheelchair; 2) the blog content focuses on the inner experience of the author, not only introductions about the background or route information of the Camino; 3) the content should be rich enough, so those blogs with mainly photos and little text were not included. Under those criteria, a total of eighty-two travel blogs were identified, collected, and marked as #1, #2… #82 for data analysis. 
Data analysis
	The present study employs a deductive thematic analysis following Braun & Clarke’s (2016) step-by-step procedure, which aims at identifying and analyzing key themes on the precursors, catalysts and dimensions of spiritual transformation or quantum change within the data, while also being been guided by the aforementioned theoretical frameworks. The following procedures were followed in treating the data: 1) familiarization  with the data: the blog contents were read through back and forth, while notes of interesting ideas were taken; 2) generation of  initial codes: all the blogs were coded based on the key conceptual aspects of the theoretical frameworks adopted, including those codes relevant to the researched phenomena but not mentioned in the theories; 3) search for themes: a theme map in an excel form was drafted based on the codes and their inter-relations, text extracts were classified under each theme; 4) review of the themes: all the codes and themes were verified in their pertinence and relevance, to see if the grouping of codes needs to be rearranged to increase code/theme-extract congruence and clarity; 5) refining  themes: arranging  the themes in an internally consistent manner according to their core messages; 6) production of reports: telling a comprehensive story that lies behind the data and answers  the research question about the spiritual transformation experienced by Chinese travelers on the Camino de Santiago.
Results
Profile of the Blog Authors 
	Among those eighty-two Camino blog authors, there were more women than men, more students than working people. The majority of them were younger than thirty years old, and they did not believe in any religion (see Table 2). Most of them chose to walk the French route of the Camino on foot for more than one week. Their average time on the way was twenty-two days. 
Table 2 
Blog Author Profile
	
	
	Number
	Percentage

	Gender
	male
	31
	38%

	
	female
	51
	62%

	Age
	<30
	54
	66%

	
	30-60
	27
	33%

	
	>60
	1
	1%

	Occupation
	student
	39
	48%

	
	working population
	29
	35%

	
	retiree
	1
	1%

	
	not indicated
	13
	16%

	Religion
	non
	75
	92%

	
	Christian
	2
	2%

	
	not indicated
	5
	6%

	Route
	the French way
	65
	79%

	
	other routes
	17
	21%

	Length
	a week or less
	29
	35%

	
	more than a week
	53
	65%

	Mode
	on foot
	80
	98%

	
	on bike
	2
	2%

	Organization
	starting alone
	47
	57%

	 
	starting with companions
	35
	43%


Note. Authors’ elaboration
Precursors and Catalysts
	Various personal crises are the precursor to spiritual transformation and other types of profound changes in more than half of the Chinese Camino travelers involved in the study. The reported crises vary from confronting stress or going through life transitions, to feeling a sense of inadequacy, confusion or meaninglessness in life. It is noteworthy that the recent pandemic has become a source of stress for the small minority who happened to be studying abroad during the outbreak of COVID-19 (Table 3). For most bloggers, several factors vividly present on the Camino can be found relevant to transformative experience in the self and in one’s relationship with others and the sacred. They include long-distance trekking, immersion in nature, exposure to religious practices, as well as communion with peer pilgrims met on the way. 
Table 3 
Precursors and Catalysts
	Category
	Count
	Theme
	Count
	Code
	Count

	Precursors
	45
	stress
	22
	life in general
	16

	
	
	
	
	pandemic
	3

	
	
	
	
	work
	3

	
	
	 
	 
	people
	2

	
	
	transition
	14
	graduation
	9

	
	
	
	
	break-up
	2

	
	
	
	
	turning 30 years old
	2

	
	
	
	
	immigration
	1

	
	
	meaninglessness
	10
	meaninglessness in life
	10

	
	
	confusion
	9
	confusion in life/self
	9

	 
	 
	inadequacy
	9
	courage, perseverance 
	9

	Catalysts
	78
	Intense  exercise 
	74
	physical challenges
	74

	
	
	nature
	56
	impressive natural landscape
	56

	
	
	religious practice
	21
	mass, prayer, incense burning ritual
	21

	
	
	communion with community 
	10
	bonding with other pilgrims
	10

	
	
	music
	5
	music in mass
	5


Note. Authors’ elaboration
Dimensions of Transformation  
	Three general dimensions of transformation in the emotional understanding of the self, of others and the sacred were examined according to the theoretical frameworks of spiritual transformation and quantum change. A list of transformative dimensions with the themes and codes associated with the dimensions is displayed in Table 4. Some themes are relevant to more than one dimension. For instance, the perceived importance of religion can be understood as both a new value and a new understanding in one’s relationship to the sacred. In this case, the theme of ‘religion is important and meaningful’ is classified both under the dimension of ‘relationship with the sacred’ and under ‘relationship with the self’, since it is related to one’s values and life priorities.
Table 4 
Dimensions of Transformation
	Dimension 
	Count
	Theme
	Count
	Related factors or contexts
	Count 

	Relationship with the self - feelings
	77
	joy
	36
	simple lifestle
	15

	
	
	
	
	Nature
	14

	
	
	
	
	warmth of others
	7

	
	
	peace
	15
	Nature
	12

	
	
	 
	 
	religious rituals, sites
	8

	
	
	freedom
	15
	away from everday life
	11

	
	
	
	
	Nature
	6

	
	
	
	
	self-determined schedule
	3

	
	
	relaxation
	13
	Lifestyle
	8

	
	
	
	
	Nature
	4

	
	
	 
	 
	Relationship
	2

	Relationship with the self -attitudes
	the Camino is life
	29
	full of unexpected changes
	11

	
	
	
	
	full of challenges
	9

	
	
	
	
	a journey towards a destination
	6

	
	
	
	
	what must happen will happen
	5

	
	
	acceptance
	29
	the journey
	13

	
	
	
	
	self limits
	9

	
	
	
	
	life changes 
	8

	
	
	 
	 
	yuanfen (= destiny) 
	2

	
	
	courage
	29
	overcoming difficulties
	17

	
	
	
	
	warmth of others
	8

	
	
	gratitude
	22
	warmth of others
	14

	
	
	
	
	religious rituals
	4

	
	
	 
	 
	the journey
	4

	Relationship with the self - priorities
	religion is important, meaningful
	11
	religious rituals, sites
	11

	
	
	kindness is important
	9
	warmth of others 
	9

	
	
	balanced lifestyle is important
	5
	the journey
	5

	
	
	inner growth is important
	2
	the journey
	2

	
	
	harmony with nature is important
	2
	Nature
	2

	Relationships with others
	40
	interconnectedness with people
	23
	connected through yuanfen 
	23

	
	
	warm and genuine relationships
	16
	warmth of others
	16

	
	
	sense of community
	6
	membership in the pilgrim body
	6

	 
	 
	sense of family
	6
	warmth of others
	6

	Relationship with the sacred
	34
	religion feels good, powerful, sacred
	16
	religious rituals, sites
	16

	
	
	trust in the transendence
	12
	in destiny/miracle
	12

	
	
	religion is important, meaningful
	11
	religious rituals, sites
	11

	 
	 
	interconnectedness with nature/cosmo
	2
	the journey
	2


Note. Authors’ elaboration
Relationship with the Self
	A majority of the eighty-two Chinese Camino travelers reported having a strong feeling of joy, content, inner peace, freedom, liberation and relaxation, as a result of a journey on the Camino way. It can be seen that close contact with nature, distance from everyday stress, opportunities to live a simple lifestyle and to freely express one’s will, or to experience the warmth of strangers, are all factors which contributed to the positive affectivity in these Chinese travelers. The Camino is a worthwhile experience despite its physical hardship, as some travelers put it: ‘Feet in hell, spirit in heaven.’ (#31, #33)
‘I’ve never thought that I would one day stand in the field, feel happy and even moved just by watching the farmers harvesting, smiling like a fool. After walking the Camino, I often feel that an innocent heart woke up again in my body, all the small and subtle beauty around me would make me feel contented and happy.’ (#12)
‘I had a happy walk along the way, except for the inevitable physical fatigue and pain. I’m very grateful for this short but full freedom, which allows me to cut off temporarily from the life of the past. All the twenty-four hours are my own, I can walk, sing, read, talk, sleep, I can schedule the day as I wish, no need to report to anyone.’ (#39)
‘But in this world where speed and convenience are goals for everything, who will still spend a whole day’s time to reflect on a simple question? Or just simply look at the blue sky, the clouds or the shapes of tree leaves? Who is still willing to spend five to six hours to walk a distance that can be covered in more than ten minutes? It’s the slow-flowing time that allows my inner world to complete a transformation from hot debate to self-reflection, and to inner peace in the end. Compared to the weight of the backpack, the weight in the mind is harder to bear. And the slow-flowing time here has unloaded the heavy backpack in my mind.’ (#61) 
	Another positive attitude towards the self also appeared in the accounts of Chinese travelers. Many of them reported having reached a sense of peace and contentment linked to the acceptance of self or of reality. Such an acceptance was developed through all that was experienced during the journey. Some walkers specifically pointed out that they came to terms with the fact that one cannot have total control over what happens in life, whether this be a gain or a loss, just as one cannot control who would walk in and out of their Camino journey at any given moment. Some claimed to have obtained a sense of courage and strength in themselves and towards the unknown future, often as a fruit of having been able to overcome all kinds of difficulties to complete the Camino, or due to the encouragement of others. The simple, frank yet very heart-warming interactions with others during the journey made many Chinese travelers deeply grateful for others and for life. These positive feelings and attitudes made a sharp contrast to the gloomy, heavy feelings of the same individuals before they embarked on the Camino. 
‘I re-accepted myself, maybe since now I will no longer get happy or sad for the gains and loss in life. Or maybe, I rediscovered the balance between the id, ego and superego.’ (#19)
‘Often in real life I cannot fit in, as if there was a door between me and the world around me. I love my friends, but I often find it difficult to dialogue with them. But this is not important anymore. After walking this way, I’m certain that I still love them, but I’m not afraid to let them see my inner loneliness and isolation. I have slowly obtained a soft inner self which one needs in order to embrace this world… I absorbed the energy all along this way to soften my inner self, and I‘ve found the fortitude and courage to face life.’ (#26)
‘I’m also very happy that I have met these lovely people, they made me change, made me more cheerful, more confident in myself.’ (#40)
	For many Chinese travelers, experiencing the Camino as a miniature version of one’s life journey amounted to gaining a new perspective on life. The acceptance of constant changes on the Camino, whether situations or encounters is interpreted inside this Camino-life analogy. 
‘Neither the Camino or life is a race in which people compete over who arrive at the destination first… no need to change the plans for others, one will encounter whom one must encounter. The Camino is like this, so is life.’ (#84)
	A switch in the perception in terms of priorities in life can be observed in Chinese travelers’ accounts. Although few of them reported placing ‘spirituality as the center of life’, some did acknowledge the importance of religious faith at the end of the journey, as well as a balanced lifestyle, kindness to others, accepting life as it is and cherishing each present moment.
‘The charm of the Camino is that it focuses on the three purest things: walking, eating, sleeping... Work, life, family, interpersonal affairs, stress are not relevant in these 30 days. The experience of the Camino proved the importance of the body-mind balance, perhaps this is what you and me who are under heavy urban life pressure lack the most.’ (#1)
‘This is what the Camino manifests in life: cherish each encounter, cherish each gathering, cherish those moments being together, cherish the now.’ (#13)
‘Here all the sincerity and empathy which are long lost in current society are present… I hope that I can become one of the beneficiaries and pass down the love.’ (#47)
Relationship with Others
	It is interesting to observe that many Chinese Camino travelers attribute their encounters with people on the Camino, peer pilgrims or locals, to the mysterious play of destiny –yuanfen in Chinese, because such encounters are often unexpected, unpredictable, and uncontrollable. 
‘People came to the Camino out of various reasons. Different nationalities, different cultures, different skin colors, but we meet with each other, get to know each other and become acquainted with each other at a certain time. Life has arranged for us a wonderful journey of yuanfen.’ (#21)
	Warm and sincere interpersonal relationships were one of the most memorable experiences on their Camino. The interpersonal encounters contributed to their sense of joy, and helped them relax and enjoy the journey. A sense of membership in a time-transcending community of pilgrims who engage in their existential pursuit of meaning was keenly felt, and also a sense of bonding which was often expressed by Chinese travelers through vocabulary denoting kinship. This feeling of family-like bonding experienced by Chinese walkers with their peer walkers is often reinforced by sincere greetings, frank and friendly communication, caring mutual assistance, and some group activities such as dinner at the hostels, religious prayers or mass.
‘When I was attending the pilgrim mass together with more than a hundred walkers, I again had a sense of joy of belonging, which I can share with others… We at the square of the Cathedral de Santiago come from different countries, have different skin colors, vary in age, educational and occupational background, but in essence our lives are not very different. Our happiness and pain, struggles and distress, sufferings and joy are all similar…’ (#1)
‘I like very much the pilgrim hostel tonight. There is no wi-fi but we are all very happy. We cooked together, sang and danced together. Even if we don’t know each other and will say goodbye tomorrow morning, but it feels like we are a family.’ (#11)
‘Observing them (other pilgrims) in fact is observing oneself. We have walked the same long way, even though we don´t know each other, we can empathize with one another, understand and appreciate each other the moment we make eye contact… life needs this sense of ritual, which makes people of different color, religious faith, race and nationality do together something totally unexplainable to those who don´t understand it, then together enjoy the joy and satisfaction that belong to oneself at the plaza of the Cathedral de Santiago… by now, my name will be remembered in the Santiago Cathedral, together with the countless numbers of pilgrims in history.´ (#16)
	This sense of interconnectedness with others on the Camino, facilitated by the mysterious ‘yuanfen’ perception and the heartfelt ‘family-community’ bonding, was sometimes extended to all members of humanity. 
‘Seeing the world is something much more important than buying houses and cars. The farther one travels the more one sees and realizes one’s ignorance, and the more one will sincerely fall in love with this world. One will care not only for oneself, but will feel sad for the victims of natural disasters and human tragedies around the world. On this lonely and beautiful planet, everyone is indeed closely bound to each other. (#53)	
And such intensely felt interpersonal connectedness was associated with Confucian concepts such as ‘great harmony under heaven´ or ‘benevolence’:
‘The grandma in front of me was the first one to hug me (during the peace greeting in a mass). I was surprised and confused then, hesitating whether I should join the hugging like others. The grandma and Gloria both reached their hands to me… I hugged the grandma and then Gloria. ‘Shock’ can be used to describe this experience, I felt for the first time the true meaning of ‘great harmony under heaven’ and ‘benevolence on earth’.’ (#36)
Relationship with the Sacred
	In the theory of spiritual transformation, the new relationship with the sacred or the transcendent is one of the key dimensions for transformed individuals. How an individual relates to the realm of the sacred as a result of transformation is also referred to in the quantum change theory in terms of one’s renewed life priorities, when spirituality is placed at the center of one’s life. Either through exposure to religious practice such as the pilgrim mass upon reaching the city of Santiago de Compostela, or through witnessing the devotion of some religious believers in their prayers and their benevolent behavior –e.g. while volunteering in pilgrim hostels, Chinese travelers renewed their understanding of religious faith as something important and meaningful in life, because it empowers one’s inner self and inspires people to perform generous actions. They recognized the universality of religion and became more open-minded towards it. Religious rituals such as mass, liturgical music, even the lighting in churches, often impressed the Chinese travelers, arousing in them a sense of beauty, peace, power and sacredness. 
‘I think I’ve come to understand to some degree the existence of religion. The birth of religion is not for people to fear or to worship, but to provide people hope and spiritual sustenance…nowadays religion has become less and less important in modern people’s lives. Many people like me just come to a church as a visitor or see it as a kind of symbol of culture, art and history. But at this moment, sitting here in a small church, I suddenly come to understand the meaning of religion. Religion was an important means through which people searched for spiritual sustenance and discovered themselves, when material and moral ethics were not this advanced. Even for contemporary people, the spirit of self-cultivation, self-discovery, faith, which is advocated by religion, has still to do with qualities that deserve attention and development.’ (#7)
‘An unexpected rain kept me in a chapel. A musician played the instrument, a deep but surreal sound crystalized in this simple but solemn space, as if all the earthly noise is gone. This is the sound of heaven… A grandma approached me again to pass to me a rosary… When the mass was over, I returned it to her, but her trembling hands held my hands and she asked me to take away the gift of God… We only communicated through eye expressions and smiles, without saying a word… My first time feeling the power of religion in only forty-five minutes… I held this most precious gift, feeling so moved, words can’t describe it. Whenever I get in difficult situations or feel confused, I put this rosary in my palm, remembering that moment when I was treated gently by the world… As an atheist, I felt the great power of religion at the end of the Camino. After I came back, I would consciously read histories and stories about religion. Although I’m not yet a believer, but on this millennium-old way, I’m always treated kindly.’ (#47)
‘In the evening the melody of guitar was heard in the pilgrim hostel, a group of Germans started to sing religious songs. I’m not a follower of any religion, but in the voice of such beautiful singing I can’t help believing for once that angels do exist in the world.’ (#61)
	Some also developed a sense of trust in life because of their experience on the Camino, especially by accepting all the uncertainties and challenges they went through along the way. 
‘The friends I met yesterday were already gone… but it’s fine because you will always meet with some people in the next stop, this is what I’ve learned in the past thirty days.’ (#15)
‘I stood under the cruz de Ferro and reflected for some time. I recognized that my biggest burden is fear. I fear of failure, of getting hurt, fear that I won’t be happy, fear that nobody loves me because I don’t deserve it, fear that my life has no meaning… Now I believe that my life is part of the eternal life, my attitude won’t change that fact.’ (#73)
Discussion
An Integral View on Spirituality 
	The results of this study illustrate that many Chinese Camino travelers had generally positive transformative experiences in terms of the understanding, feelings, attitudes and behaviors related to the self, others and the transcendent, according to the conceptualization of spiritual transformation and quantum change theories (Mahoney & Pargament, 2004; Miller, 2004). These changes, both in personal and interpersonal dimensions, and in the perception of nature and the transcendent, are interrelated. For example, it has been observed that a closer relationship to nature contributed to an improved affective status in the self; and that changes in the self are also connected with changes in the relationship with others and to the transcendent. Specifically, through accepting one’s physical limits and through affirmative feedback from others, Chinese travelers gained a more confident acceptance of themselves. With this improved self-perception, they were readier to accept changes in plans or in relationships such as forced and unexpected rescheduling of their itineraries or departures of peers along the way. This accepting attitude reinforced their relationship to the transcendent: life or destiny in general. Retroactively, perceptions in the relationship to the transcendent also seemed to influence the traveler’s perceptions in the relationship with others: by attributing their relationships with other people on the Camino to the influence of ‘yuanfen’ or pre-destined relationship, Chinese Camino travelers felt the transcending connectedness with others. In fact, human form of beings, non-human form of beings (e.g. plants and animals) and the transcendent have been conceptualized as an integral part of a holistic life in Chinese spiritual traditions, whether in concepts such as ‘union between heaven and man’ (Tang, 2005; Liu, 2011), or in the interactive relations of people and fate through the concept of pre-destined relationships (Bai, 2004). In one word, reality and transcendence are both indispensable parts of people (Tang, 2005; Tong, 2010; Guo & Ma, 2014; Wang et al, 2020; Zhang, 2020). As the research results revealed, the Camino experience has improved or reinforced the relationship of Chinese travelers with themselves, others, the natural environment and the transcendent, thus contributing to their overall spiritual wellness.
A Universal Spiritual Space
	The Camino de Santiago of the 21st century is a space of multiple identities: religious, spiritual, existential, cultural, tourist, interpersonal (Murray & Graham, 1997; Norman, 2012). It is indeed a foreign cultural environment for Chinese travelers, since most of the people they interact with are local Spanish people and pilgrims from Europe and America, and the cultural landscape on the way is also unfamiliar and exotic. Nevertheless, they tend to interpret their spiritual experience on the journey in the light of concepts familiar to them, for instance, attributing interpersonal encounters to ‘yuanfen’ (which is a term that originated in Buddhism), or interpreting the interpersonal connectedness felt while attending a Catholic liturgy as ‘great harmony under heaven’ and ‘benevolence’ (ideals typical of Confucianism). On the one hand, this phenomenon reflected how home culture shapes one’s understanding and expression of spiritual experience and, on the other hand, it shows that spiritual experience is not necessarily inhibited by the ‘foreignness’ of a religious/spiritual space. The Camino de Santiago originated in Christianity, but the open, liberal ways of participation provide a space that allows for a universal spiritual experience, that is to say, even non-Christian, non-Western individuals can undergo profound spiritual experiences, as well as cross-cultural, cross-national, non-alienated connectedness (Zhang et al., 2021). In an increasingly changing time, diverse, open-minded, inclusive cultural-spiritual spaces such as the Camino are positive examples that people from culturally diverse regions can explore, encounter each other, and discover universal connection. The more such spaces are fostered, the greater the chance of success in facilitating cross-national understanding and collaboration, which is something needed to overcome the common challenges of our time.
The Importance of Embodied Practice in Spiritual Transformation
	Walking and its positive effect upon self-sense, mood and interpersonal relationships have been already acknowledged by scholars in mental health and tourism studies (Chan et al, 2006; Hill et al., 2009; Roberson & Babic, 2009). The physical exercise made on the Camino has been proven to have such benefits among its travelers. In addition to this effect, the process of how embodied engagement functions in transforming the Camino travelers is also interesting. In Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory, transformation is initiated by a reflection and re-evaluation of one’s knowledge or values that are challenged by the perceived difference of values in other people or places. New behaviors are adopted when new knowledge is integrated into the person’s previous system of values or replaces it, such as in the phenomenon of cultural shock adaptation where transformation in consciousness leads to transformation in behavior. We have inductively observed that Chinese travelers first adopted a behavioral pattern that is different from their familiar routine in daily life, such as using a minimum amount of belongings, living under basic conditions, spending a great deal of time in nature, and engaging in plentiful physical exercise. Such new behavioral patterns induce new feelings, which make them start to sense wellness on a quite irreflexive level. In a second stage, this prompts them to make meaning out of such experiences, and to re-evaluate their past behaviors and beliefs. A new set of knowledge and values are then gradually developed: a simple, balanced lifestyle is more authentic, meaningful, and fulfilling. Similarly, participating in unfamiliar rituals such as offering the sign of peace in a mass or a thanksgiving prayer before a group dinner arouses among Chinese travelers positive feelings towards religious traditions and makes them reflect.  As a result, several of them nurture an appreciation and openness towards religion. In other words, the fact that the changes in behavioral pattern occurred prior to the changes in the mindset of the Chinese Camino travelers indicates the significance of embodied practice in the transformative process (Urry & Larsen, 2011; Pung et al, 2020; Tisdell, 2017).
A Closer Look at Liminality
	‘Liminality’ refers to the disorienting state in which previous social values and structures are temporarily dissolved and new sets of values and behaviors are yet to be established. In this period, the previous norms are reflected upon or reviewed with a refreshed perspective, as an individual goes through a ‘rite of passage’ (Turner, 1969). In the existing literature on pilgrim experience, Turner’s concept of liminality is believed to be the element that underpins the spiritual transformation of the Camino pilgrims. Through a closer observation of Chinese Camino travelers, the interrelated dynamics among the transformative dimensions and some journey-related factors, the liminal potential of the Camino can be traced back to the disconnection from one’s previous reality that is exerted. An often busy, stressful, urban life, which frequently leads to the feeling of an inauthentic self, is now replaced by a different life reality: immersion in nature with its liveliness and peace, a simplified lifestyle where little material is needed, with diversity embracing existential communitas (Turner, 2018), dissolution of social roles which people must play to make structures function in every life. This last aspect is perhaps notably relevant to mainland Chinese travelers, since many of the Chinese socio-cultural norms do not automatically apply on the Camino. Close interactions with people from other cultures and societies, participation in religious rituals provoke liminal experiences. The Camino is, in this sense, more ‘liminal’ for Chinese travelers than it is for individuals from a Western cultural background.
	Why is disconnection important in any spiritual transformation? According to Eckhart Tolle (2016), a German spiritual teacher, a lot of individuals with a thoroughly modern mentality have the false belief that one’s identity is defined by possessions that are somehow convertible into social credit, such as the possession of talent, fame, information or virtues, bodily appearance, social roles, one’s emotions or life stories. When individuals relate to themselves, others, nature or the transcendent based on such false identities, their relationships cannot be authentic, the human-to-human relationship will become just an interaction between one role and another, the human-nature relationship will just  take place between the owner and one’s possession or resources, the human-transcendence relationship will just be an extension of one’s egoistic self (e.g. ‘my’ religion, ‘my’ God, perceived by some individuals/groups as superior than ‘your’ religion, ’your’ God). On the Camino, however, an individual is invited to undergo a break away from such false or hollow identifications and get in touch with nothing else but what is happening at the moment: the sensations and actual conditions of the body instead of one’s ambitions or ideals, the authentic interactions with other human beings whose social roles are temporarily suspended, a harmonious connection with nature rather than with what is to be merely used for personal benefit. 
	A disconnection from one’s own usual discourses of the mind is the first step inside the ‘liminality’ which contributes to spiritual transformation on the Camino. Nonetheless, to make spiritual transformation possible, there needs to be a (re)connection as well. To connect with the transcendent -what many Chinese would call the Dao, i.e. the Source of all creations, the Life within all forms, is what spiritual awakening is about (Tolle, 2016, p. 78; Miller, 2004, p. 459). This is a transformation in the level of consciousness which theoretically can emerge in every human and non-human form of being. That reconnection, namely the awareness of being rooted in something transcendent, changes and redefines everything else: one’s relationship with oneself, others, and nature (see Figure 1). In other words, for the potential liminality of the Camino to become an active catalyst that leads to spiritual transformation, a disconnection is necessary but still not sufficient. It depends on whether an individual is able to connect with the true and only Source. When an individual actually undergoes this original and to some extent unforeseeable self-transcending experience, a sense of sacredness or absolute value emerges, and one’s view of life has transformed. 
Figure 1 
The internal Process Inside Liminality
[image: ]
Note. Authors’ elaboration
Conclusions
	The thematic analysis of eighty-two blogs by Chinese Camino travelers has provided rich transformative experiences with regard to the self, others, nature and the transcendent under the light of theories of spiritual transformation and quantum change. Such experiences are testified to as improvements in terms of personal wellbeing, better interpersonal relationships, and a deeper inter-connectedness with nature and with the transcendent realm. Therefore, these dimensions appear to be interrelated, reflecting the integral view of Chinese spiritual traditions. This research has also highlighted the importance of embodied practice in transformative spiritual experience. This study has reexamined the phenomenon of liminality on the Camino as a quality inherent to spiritual transformation. Previous scholarship has oftentimes understood liminality mainly as a deconstruction of previous structural mindsets, but this study argues that disconnection from what is inauthentic is not sufficient to speak of existential change. There must be some kind of reconnection with the Source, the Life, the Dao. 
	The present study has several implications. One is the need for a culture-sensitive understanding of spirituality and experiences of spiritual transformation in cross-cultural spirituality studies and spiritual-religious communication. The experiences might be similar, but the interpretations of such experiences and the contributing factors can be diverse when examined under different spiritual frameworks and traditions. Another implication is related to the personal wellbeing and spiritual growth of individuals from Chinese, non-Christian backgrounds. Perhaps hiking along the Camino could incorporated into self-help programs that aim at enhancing spirituality and personal growth, by highlighting elements such as disconnection and reconnection, or into extracurricular activities offered to Chinese students who study in Europe, especially in Spain. The study can also provide inspiration for tourist development of other pilgrimages, cultural or natural trails. For example, the integration of nature, physical exercise, interpersonal interaction and religious/spiritual activities could amplify the social value of such space, which is to facilitate the quest for wellbeing and growth of the self, including self-transcending dimensions. This would be particularly relevant to the development of wellness tourism, walking tourism, and nature tourism. 
Another implication is related to the COVID-19 pandemic that has caused so much disruption worldwide since early 2020. The future is no longer as predictable as was generally perceived. From an ethno-psychological point of view, many nations and peoples are facing a liminal situation i.e. a time and space in which previous familiar structures, society rules and norms no longer apply or suit the current challenges. Nevertheless, it is not entirely clear how a new order and a new balance will be forged, nor how different structures will function. A liminal period like this may induce confusion and existential anxiety, but it can also inspire critical reflection, creative thinking and explorative action. Perhaps the Camino journey can help individuals and groups acquire new points of view, thus embodying a very real experience of a liminal process, through means other than theoretical speculation. Such an experience, being exposed to a liminal time, could contribute to an increased acceptance of life’s uncertainties and a greater degree of self-efficacy in coping with challenges, which is even more relevant in the rapidly changing realities of today.
	However, the present study is inevitably limited in some respects: spiritual experience is often abstract and difficult to express or synthesize with full clarity. In the travel blogs, this type of experience is sometimes articulated using philosophically abstruse stances or poetic quotes, and therefore it is possible that some relevant experiences and their underlying themes have not been identified as relevant and thus have been missed out. Moreover, the fact that some Chinese travelers did not record in their blogs very detailed accounts of spiritual experience, does not necessarily mean that those individuals did not have such experiences, particularly some male Chinese travelers or some individuals who tend to be more reserved in expressing their inner self or emotions. Moreover, with the aim of bridging linguistic traditions and cultural realms, the initial coding was made by the author who is a Chinese native: this inevitable always entails a certain level of subjectivity in generating the codes. Although the netnographic study does indeed ensure a high degree of external validity, it also complicates the synthesis of the data.
In future research, survey questionnaires that incorporate the main theoretical dimensions of spiritual transformation could be developed and handed to Chinese individuals before they start the journey, and then be collected after they complete it. This will allow a better tracking of their spiritual experience, specifically in regard to the investigation of the process of such transformation. Other theoretical frameworks outside the field of religious studies or mental health could also be brought in to analyze the phenomenon of transformation such as changes in cross-cultural understanding, attitude and behavior on the Camino. To further investigate the key dimensions of spiritual transformation of Chinese travelers and their internal dynamics, the results of this research could be compared with other studies carried out in similar settings that also possess elements of nature, physical exercise, interpersonal interactions, religion/spirituality, etc. to gain insights into the universal commensurability of experiences. The Kumano Kodo in Japan, the Ruta del Inca in Peru would be suitable candidates for this sort of research. 
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