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Introduction

HEALER: “A PERSON WHO HEALS; ESPECIALLY THROUGH FAITH”

Yoga is OLD—very old, roughly 6,000 years old—yet it is gaining popularity faster than you can say Namaste. This is because the themes and the practice of yoga are universal and timeless. Despite all the changes that have taken place over the centuries, whether magnificent or frightening, humanity has remained fundamentally the same. We long for connection and love, health and prosperity, peace and joy.

Yoga has a long list of benefits both physical and psychological. A yoga practice can improve posture, strengthen muscles, increase flexibility, lower blood pressure, decrease the likelihood of injury, improve lung capacity, relieve anxiety, lower stress levels, increase energy levels, and enhance mental clarity. The list goes on! Although the physical poses of yoga have gained the most attention in the West, they are but a rung on the ladder that leads to the ultimate and original goal of yoga, which is moksha or liberation. The definition of liberation is subject to many interpretations. For the purposes of this book, please consider what liberation means to you at this moment, and how it would positively affect your life to feel liberated.

[image: images]

We all have difficult moments, experience stress and loss, suffer temporary or chronic physical pain, and struggle with less than graceful moods at times. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to carry around a tool belt filled with everything you need to address the various conditions that arise in your body, mind, and spirit in the course of a regular day? And wouldn’t it be terrific if the remedy didn’t come with a list of side effects and wasn’t costly or time-consuming? And wouldn’t it be really fantastic if you could turn this day around in 15 minutes or less? If you say “yes,” this is where this book enters your life and makes it better. It is your companion and your guide.

Imagine that you could stop the momentum that has landed you with an aching back or stress headache, or has left you feeling disheartened and disappointed. Imagine that you could take your healing into your own hands right here and now. You can recover your equilibrium and start your energy moving toward wellness in a few moments. You can allow yourself to acknowledge your feelings and not become overwhelmed by them, creating more discord and conflict. This is the beauty of yoga. You can literally practice a breathing technique or short series of poses and get moving in the direction of feeling better right away—and I will show you how in this book.

Hatha yoga is often defined as an art and a science. The science is that we practice certain poses (asanas), breath practices (pranayama), and the quietening of the chatter of the mind (meditation) in a way that produces proven benefits. The art is our personal expression, the way we use the tools that yoga provides. Many painters use a brush and yet no two paintings are identical.

The yoga in this book is hatha yoga as I practice and teach it. It is a simmering stew of all things yoga, based in tradition, and prepared for you with experience, love, humor, and passion. I have been blessed to share yoga with thousands of students and I have been fortunate to witness transformation and evolution every day. Feel free to pick up this book and flip to the condition that ails you or calls to you. You may also enjoy reading it all the way through. Whether you are a newcomer to yoga or a seasoned yogi, my prayer is that you will become more deeply acquainted with the healer in you, and that this relationship will infuse your life with wellbeing and many days of being well.


How to Use This Book

A regular practice of yoga can be a life-changing and life-enhancing experience. While a traditional practice of one- or two-hour sessions is certainly something to consider and incorporate into your schedule if you can, there is much to be gained from brevity and consistency as well. Never underestimate how the power of a few focused minutes can transform your health and your outlook.


Getting the best out of the book

This book can be used for on-the-spot remedies by simply flipping to the desired section and following the practice.

You can expand any of the practice remedies by adding a warm-up sequence (pages 16–22). This is particularly important if the remedy provided includes deeper or stronger poses, and I have noted where this is the case.

Use the cool-down sequence (pages 23–25) after the remedial poses for further relief of muscle tension and deep relaxation, or to prepare for a good night’s sleep.

The key poses section (pages 9–13) describes foundational poses that will come up frequently in the book. It’s a good idea to familiarize yourself with these poses.

Explanations of key concepts and practices are provided here (pages 14–15) so that you may better understand why these are included and how they are beneficial.

I have provided the English and Sanskrit names for poses where they first appear, and then the majority are referred to by their English name. There are a few exceptions, where the Sanskrit name is used more regularly in yoga classes, so I have used the Sanskrit throughout for those.

Getting started with yoga

One of the best things about yoga is that it can be practiced anywhere and in any way. That being said, some things that will make it easier and more comfortable are a yoga mat, a yoga blanket and/or bolster, two yoga blocks, and a yoga strap. Wear comfortable clothing, without zippers or buttons, that you would normally wear to exercise in. Feel free to get creative, and never let a lack of props stand in your way of practicing yoga. If you can breathe, you can practice. You can find what you need online or in your local yoga studio. Some health food stores often sell yoga equipment, too.




Key Poses

These poses come up again and again—you will soon know them all!

[image: images]

Dandasana (Staff Pose)

Sit with your legs together straight out in front of you, and with your feet flexed (toes pointing to the sky). Sit toward the front of your sitting bones so that you don’t slump into your lower back. Place your hands alongside your hips on the floor. Your arms may be bent or straight with your palms or fingertips on the floor. Keep your spine straight and press your legs down toward the ground. If you feel lower back strain, you may find it more comfortable sitting on a folded blanket.

[image: images]

Focus/Gazing Point (Drishti)

Set your eyes on one point in order to improve concentration and balance, and cultivate peace of mind.
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Tadasana (Mountain Pose)

Stand up tall with your feet together and your arms extending energetically by your sides. Balance on each foot equally from the inner to the outer, from the ball to the heel. Firm your legs. Set a focus point (Drishti) in the near distance in front of you at eye height. Keep the chest open, the shoulders back and down.

Sukhasana/Siddhasana (Easy Pose and Accomplished Pose)

These variations are mainly used for meditation and breath work.
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For Sukhasana (Easy Pose), sit with your legs straight out in front of you in Dandasana. Bend one leg and bring it in. Bend the other leg and cross it over the first one. Your legs should be crossed at the shins, and when you look down you should see a triangle between your legs. Keep a comfortable gap between your feet and your pelvis. You may wish to sit up on a folded blanket to avoid compression in the lower back, or tuck a blanket under your knees for more support.

[image: images]

For Siddhasana (which is a bit more advanced), begin in the same way as for Sukhasana, but when you bend your first leg, bring in the foot so that it lies snug to the opposite thigh. When you bend the other leg, the foot tucks in between the opposite calf and thigh. It’s as if you are hiding your feet.

[image: images]

Another option that you will see in the book is a loose Siddhasana, where the legs are open wider than in Sukhasana and the feet are not tucked in but on the floor in front of you with the heels lining up.

Tabletop Pose (Bitilasana—Cow Pose)

This is simply coming to all fours, placing hands under shoulders with fingers spread wide and knees under hips with the tops of the feet on the floor. Although the closest translation in Sanskrit is Cow Pose, in this version the back is flat, not arched (see page 40).
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Standing Forward Fold (Uttanasana)

Stand in Tadasana with your feet either together or hip-width apart, and place your hands on your hips. Breathe in and as you exhale fold forward toward the floor, bending at the hips and aligning them over your ankles. Release your hands and clasp your elbows or place the hands on the floor near the outer edges of your feet. Keep your legs engaged and the shoulder blades pressed firmly into your back and moving away from your ears.

[image: images]

Downward Dog (Adho Mukha Svanasana)

Begin on hands and knees in tabletop position with your hands directly under your shoulders, fingers spread wide like starfish, and your knees placed directly under your hips. Soften the space between your shoulder blades (think of a hammock) and engage your belly button. Without moving your hands, squeeze the arms toward each other and you will feel your biceps and triceps wake up. On an inhale, raise your hips and begin to straighten your legs. Push your chest toward your thighs and your heels toward the floor. Rotate your inner elbows to face toward each other. If you have very flexible or even double-jointed elbow joints, bend your elbows out slightly until the arms appear straight to the eye. This will engage the arms and protect the joints.
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Child’s Pose (Adho Mukha Virasana/Balasana)

For Adho Mukha Virasana, start on hands and knees and bring your big toes together, shifting your knees apart so that they are wider than your hips. On an exhale, draw your navel toward your spine, creating a dome in your back, as you ease your hips onto your heels. This creates more space in the lower back. Once you are settled, allow your back to flatten out naturally as you nestle into the pose. Your forehead is on the floor with your chin tucked in and the back of the neck long. You can leave your arms stretched out in front of you, hands flat on the floor and fingers spread wide like starfish, or lay them alongside your legs with your hands near your heels, palms up.
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If your hips are high or you have trouble reaching the floor with your head, use a support, such as a folded blanket or block, under your forehead. If this pose is uncomfortable for your knees, you can use a bolster or folded blanket as a support: pull it into your pelvis and lay your torso along the support with your head turned to one side; your arms can be alongside your body with the palms facing up, or bring them forward, bend the elbows and “hug” the bolster (page 112).

If your knees are still uncomfortable, roll up a blanket, towel, or article of clothing and place it snugly behind both knees before lowering your hips.

For Balasana, begin on hands and knees, but keep your legs together as you draw the navel to the spine and ease your hips onto your feet. As with Adho Mukha Virasana, you can leave the arms outstretched or lay them alongside your legs, palms facing up.
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Hugging Knees to Chest (Apanasana)

Lie on your back and draw your knees in toward your chest. Wrap your arms around your legs and hug them as close as is comfortable for your knees. Keep your shoulder blades and head on the floor.
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Supine Twist (Supta Matsyendrasana)

Lie on your back with your knees drawn into your chest. Keep your left hand on your right knee and stretch your right arm out to the right at shoulder height. Shift your hips slightly to the right and, as you exhale, draw your right knee across your body to the left. Turn your head to the right. Keep your shoulder blades in contact with the floor and your chest open and facing upward. Repeat on the other side. This pose translates as Reclining Lord of the Fishes.

[image: images]

Savasana (Corpse Pose)

Lie on your back with your head in line with your spine. Spread your legs apart, a little wider than your hips, with your feet rolling slightly open in a natural position. Extend your arms away from your body (about 8 inches/20 centimeters) with the palms facing up. Close your eyes and breathe naturally. Relax.
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Key Concepts and Practices

Sthira Sukham Asanam—Steady, stable, happiness, ease in the posture

From the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali

When learning a breathing technique, a mudra, or the bandhas, it is like learning a pose—lean in with compassion, patience, and curiosity. Take your time, relax, and let it unfold for you over time. It is not something to be conquered but something to be experienced.

PRANAYAMA

Prana: life force

Yama: restrain or control
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This is the practice of controlling the breath through various techniques toward a particular goal, such as relaxation or energizing or balancing the body, mind, and spirit. Prana is translated as life force, vitality, and essence. It can be thought of as that which animates our being, and the breath is the way we finesse and fine-tune our life force. There are many more pranayama techniques than those offered in this book, but these are the ones I come back to time and again in my teaching and personal practice, and I find them to be essential.

MUDRA

Mud: pleasure or delight

Dra: bring forth
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The whole word means to seal in a gesture or attitude, so when practicing a mudra we are sealing in an attitude or gesture with pleasure and delight!

This term refers to the position taken with the hands and fingers toward a particular goal. The mudras work on a couple of levels. The position of the fingers and their relationship to one another stimulates the nerve endings and energy channels (the nadis) in the body. This can have an effect similar to reflexology, acupuncture, and pranayama in that it moves the life force (prana) through the body in a certain way. Another aspect is the intention set behind the mudras. By announcing to ourselves that we are holding, or sealing in, a particular focus, we have ingested that intention and brought clarity and energy to our desire. Mudras have been prevalent in many cultures for thousands of years, and we even use them unconsciously in our daily lives as we speak and our fingers tell the story of our feelings.

There is also a smaller collection of mudras for the body, of which a couple are described in this book. Body mudras are for sealing in a particular energetic intention by holding a physical position, which includes the whole body, not just the fingers.

BANDHAS

[image: images]

This is the term for body locks, and the definition is to lock, hold, or tighten. You can think of it in terms of locking in the purity, goodness, light, and healing that the body is undergoing, and preserving this pure energy so that it doesn’t easily dissipate or leak out. The bandhas enhance the yoga practice in many ways and are credited with producing many benefits. They help the practitioner to cultivate focus, heighten awareness, bring lightness and balance to the postures, tone and regulate the internal systems, and regulate the metabolism. They also help detoxification and digestion, among other things. The three major bandhas are root lock (Mula Bandha—pulling up the pelvic floor), the diaphragm (“flying up lock”/Uddiyana Bandha), and throat lock (Jalandhara Bandha). The application of all three at once is Great Lock (Maha Bandha).


Warm-up Sequences

Here are three sequences that you can use to warm up before any of the remedies in the book. The least strenuous is the Sun Salutations B variation; Classical Sun Salutations is intermediate level; and Sun Salutations A is the most strenuous.

SUN SALUTATIONS B VARIATION

(Surya Namaskar B variation)

[image: images]

1 Stand in Tadasana (page 9) with your feet together or hip-width apart, and bring your hands together in prayer position over your heart center (Anjali Mudra).

[image: images]

2 On an inhale, sweep the arms out to the sides and overhead. As you exhale, bend forward from the hips into Standing Forward Fold (page 11). Bend your knees if your back is tender.

[image: images]

3 Inhale and lift up your chest, lengthening your spine. Your arms are straight, and your hands are touching either the floor or your shins. This is a Standing Half Forward Fold.

[image: images]

4 Exhale and fold forward again into a Standing Forward Fold.

[image: images]

5 Inhale to lift up your arms and bend at the hips, knees, and ankles, lowering your rear while stretching the torso upward. Exhale. Keep your arms active and in line with your ears—don’t let them drift forward. This is the Chair or the Powerful Pose. Hold for 1–3 breaths.

[image: images]

6 On your next inhale, lift straight up to standing, pushing firmly into your feet, arms stretching to the sky. Exhale as you bring your hands back to prayer position over your heart center (Anjali Mudra). Let your breath guide you into a rhythm and repeat as many times as you like with a minimum of 5 cycles.

SUN SALUTATIONS A (Surya Namaskar A)

[image: images]

1 Stand in Tadasana (page 9) with hands pressed together in prayer position over the heart center (Anjali Mudra). Inhale and sweep the arms out to the sides and overhead.

[image: images]

2 Exhale and bend from the hips into a Standing Forward Fold (page 11).

[image: images]

3 Inhale and lift your chest up, lengthening your spine. Your arms are straight, and your hands are touching either the floor or your shins. This is a Standing Half Forward Fold.

[image: images]

4 Hold your breath and step back to High Plank (pages 101–102) (a). Your hands should be under your elbows, arms vertical, and the balls of your feet should be under your heels, legs straight. Your body should slope in a straight line from head to heels. Exhale as you lower to the floor, engaging your abdominal muscles and keeping your elbows in (b).

[image: images]

5 From the floor, make sure your legs are active, toenails on the floor, root through your hips and pelvis, and inhale as you lift into Cobra Pose (pages 43–44).


[image: images]

4 and 5 alternative: Jump from Standing Half Forward Fold to Low Plank as you exhale, stopping a few inches from the floor, elbows bent and triceps parallel to the floor (a). Press strongly into the floor and inhale as you pull your chest forward, straightening your arms and raising your legs off the ground. Just your hands and the tops of your feet are in contact with the floor. This is Upward Facing Dog (pages 150–51) (b).



[image: images]

6 From either position, tuck your toes under and exhale into Downward Dog (page 11)—lift your hips and push your chest toward your thighs and your heels toward the floor, keeping your core strong. Take 1–3 breaths.

[image: images]

7 On an exhale, either step or hop forward to your hands (a). Inhale as you stretch into Standing Half Forward Fold (b), exhale, and fold into Standing Forward Fold (c).

[image: images]

8 Inhale as you stand up, sweeping your arms overhead (a), and exhale as you come back to Tadasana with hands in prayer position over your heart center (Anjali Mudra) (b). Repeat for 5–10 cycles.

CLASSICAL SUN SALUTATIONS (Surya Namaskar C)

[image: images]

1 Stand in Tadasana (page 9). Press hands together in prayer position over the heart center (Anjali Mudra), inhale, and either sweep the arms out to the sides and overhead or hook the thumbs and as you inhale dive the hands down and then up, arching your back a little if it feels safe to do so. Keep the legs strong and the core engaged.
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2 Exhale and fold from the hips into a Standing Forward Fold (page 11), bending the knees if the back is sensitive.
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3 Inhale and lift your chest up, lengthening your spine so that your back is flat. Your arms are straight, and your hands are on the floor or your shins. This is a Standing Half Forward Fold.

[image: images]

4 Exhale and fold forward again into a Standing Forward Fold.
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5 Inhale and, bending the right leg, step the left leg back coming onto the knee. Keep the hands on the floor or sweep them overhead and slightly back.

[image: images]

6 Exhale and step back to High Plank (pages 101–102). Your wrists should be under your elbows, hands pointing forward, arms vertical, and the balls of your feet should be under your heels, legs straight. Your body should slope in a straight line from head to heels.

[image: images]

7 Exhale as you lower your knees to the floor followed by your chest and chin.

[image: images]

8 Inhale as you slide your chest forward into Cobra Pose (pages 43–44) with your lower abdomen, pelvis and legs pressing into the floor. If it is comfortable, extend your neck and then release the head back. If not, look straight ahead.

[image: images]

9 Exhale and push back to Downward Dog (page 11)—lift your hips and push your chest toward your thighs and your heels toward the floor, keeping your core strong.

[image: images]

10 Inhale as you bring the right leg forward between your hands. Either keep the hands there or lift them overhead. Exhale and return the hands to either side of your foot.

[image: images]

11 Inhale as you step forward into Standing Half Forward Fold and exhale as you move into a full Standing Forward Fold (page 11).

[image: images]

12 Either sweep the arms out to the sides or hook the thumbs in front of you and inhale as you sweep the arms up overhead. Bend the knees if your back is sensitive.

[image: images]

13 Exhale as you bring the hands back to prayer position over heart center (Anjali Mudra) and finish in Tadasana (page 9). Repeat for 5–10 cycles, alternating which leg steps back to start.


Cool-down Sequence

This mini cool-down relaxes muscles and mind, which allows for an even deeper calm to settle in.
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1 Sit on the floor or a support and come into Butterfly Pose (Baddha Konasana, page 68) by bending your knees and bringing the soles of your feet together. Hold your feet and, for both of them, press your thumb into the depression under the ball of your foot between the big toe and second toe, which is roughly the middle. Aim for the most tender part. This acupressure point

[image: images]

2 Stretch your legs out in front of you for Half Lord of the Fishes (Ardha Matsyendrasana, page 64). If your lower back is strained or rounded, sit on a blanket or two. Bend your left knee and bring your left leg over your right, placing the foot on the floor outside of your right leg. Extend your right leg and press through the heel as you press your leg toward the floor. Support yourself by planting your left palm or fingertips on the floor (or a block) behind your back. Lift your right arm up to the sky, bend the elbow and hook it outside of your left knee. You can take Jnana Mudra here (for added focus) by connecting your thumb and index finger, or leave the fingers open. Sit tall and gaze over your left shoulder, or, if that is too much of a stretch for your neck, leave your chin over your chest. Take 3–5 breaths before you release and repeat on the other side. is good for calming an anxious mind and for general relaxation. As you press into your feet, extend your spine upward through the crown of your head. Then crease at your hips and stretch forward. Breathe 3–5 deep, slow breaths.

[image: images]

3 Now sit with both legs out in front of you in Dandasana (page 9) (a) and come to Intense Stretch of the West (Paschimottanasana, pages 64–65) (b). If you were using blankets for the last pose, stay on them here. Lengthen your spine and, as you inhale, extend your arms upward. On your exhale, crease at the hips and clasp your hands around your feet. If your back is sensitive or your hamstrings are tight, walk your hands in front of you alongside your legs until you feel a deep stretch without strain. Keep the legs active and the toes pointing up. Your head should remain in line with your spine. Take 3–5 breaths.

[image: images]

4 Lie on your back for Reclining Hand to Big Toe Pose (Supta Padangusthasana, pages 52–53). Bend your right knee and draw it into your chest. Stretch your left leg out and flex your foot. Stay here for 1–3 breaths and then wrap the index and middle fingers of your right hand around your right big toe in yogi toelock (page 104) and stretch the leg up. If you cannot straighten your leg, use a strap, towel or T-shirt around the upper middle of your right foot. Hold the strap in each hand and slide the hands down enough for your chest to remain open and so that your shoulders are not tense. Hold this position for 5 breaths.
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