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Meet the author


OM


Your interest in yoga is both inspiring and exciting. By way of introducing this book, I’d like to tell you a bit about my background and how I came to write the book.


I have been practising yoga for more than 40 years – and teaching it for about 35. Even as an experienced teacher, I continue to study. Several years ago, I took a sabbatical from teaching and writing to spend a year in the Himalayas, focusing on my personal practice. At that time, I became acutely aware of how some of the teachings of yoga might appear complex to the average Westerner.


Yoga is a vibrant, living tradition that has been passed down from teacher to student over thousands of years. It is the experience of unifying your individual soul with the Universal Soul. It is also the process by which you bring your mind to a state of absolute calmness so that this experience can take place.


The teachings of yoga often seem contradictory – little is black and/or white; much is poetic imagery. I observed how Western students and teachers of yoga, who cannot read Sanskrit and are not versed in Indian culture, literature, scriptures and mythology, often miss out on many important cultural references when they pick up a yoga book. I hope this book will enable you to understand the ancient teachings of yoga in ways that are relevant to your modern lifestyle.


May you have great success in your yoga practice. May you experience excellent health, long life and inner peace.


Swami Saradananda





1: Only got a minute?



One minute is enough time to calm your mind using a full breath (also see Chapter 4).




	Sit in a comfortable position with your back straight and your eyes and mouth closed. Breathe gently through your nose.


	Feel the sensation of your breath as it flows softly in and out of your nostrils.


	Feel the beginning, the middle and the end of each in-breath. Watch how your lungs fill and your breath stops momentarily as it turns itself around to become your out-breath. Notice how the end of your out-breath stops slightly (retention of empty lungs) and then becomes your in-breath. As you observe the ongoing cycle of your breath, notice how your body and mind are becoming more relaxed.


	
Your breath may be long or short; there is no need to change it. The important thing is to make your breath very regular – and to watch it.


	Become aware of the different qualities of your in-breath and your out-breath – also the qualities of the two pauses.


	If you find your attention shifting to an object other than your breath, gently but firmly remind yourself to bring your attention back to your breath.


	While you are following your breath you may become aware of various physical sensations in your body. This means that you no longer have your attention focused on your breath. Instead of berating yourself for not staying with your breath, imagine that you are breathing the sensation out with your next out-breath. Then gently but firmly bring your attention back to your breath.








5: Only got five minutes?



Five minutes is enough time for you to warm up and energize your body.




Tadasana: spend 30 seconds grounding yourself (see Figure 3.4).




	Stand with your feet 2–3 inches (5–10 cm) apart and your knees straight. Ensure that your body weight is distributed evenly between your two feet.


	Lift your toes and spread them wide apart as you replace them on the ground. Close your eyes and become aware of the exchange of energy between your feet and the earth. Visualize yourself sending roots down into the earth to draw its energy up into your body.


	Feel the energy spreading upward into your legs. Feel your shins over your heels. Make sure that your knees are straight, but not locked.


	As the energy comes into your trunk, ensure that your hips are straight. Imagine that you are bringing your tail bone forward to meet your pelvic bone.


	Allow your arms to relax alongside your body, with your elbows straight but soft. Be sure that your chest is lifted, your spine erect, your shoulders relaxed. Feel as though your collar bones are broadening.


	Keep your head upright. Gaze straight ahead, checking that your body remains straight.





Six sun salutations


(See Figure 3.1.)




	Stand in tadasana. Inhale deeply and prepare yourself mentally to begin.


	
Breathe out as you bring your palms together directly in front of your breast bone. This classical hand position, known as ‘namaskar’, helps you to centre your body and mind.


	
Breathe in as you straighten your arms and stretch them up alongside your ears. Arch your entire body backwards, keeping your knees and elbows straight.


	
Exhale and bend forward. Place your hands on the ground on either side of your feet. Bring your head in towards your knees. If you have difficulty reaching the ground, allow your knees to bend slightly.


	
Inhale as you stretch your right leg back as far as possible. Bend both knees and place the back knee on the ground. Look up, keeping your hands on the ground on either side of your left foot.


	
Hold your breath as you bring your left foot back in line with your right; straighten both knees. Your body is now in a straight line from head to heels.


	
Exhale as you bend your knees and bring them directly downwards to the ground. Keep your hips up and drop your chest to the ground between your hands. Place your chin on the ground.


	Without moving your hands or your feet, inhale as you slide your body forward and arch into the cobra pose. Keep your abdomen on the ground. Your elbows are bent slightly and in towards your sides. Your shoulders are relaxed and down, away from your ears.


	Tuck your toes under and breathe out as you lift your hips high. Straighten your elbows and allow your head to hang down between your arms. Bring your chest closer to your thighs; stretch your heels to the ground.


	
Inhale; bend your left knee and place it down to the ground. Step forward with your right foot. Make sure that your toes are in line with your fingers. Look up without lifting your hands off the ground.


	Bring your left foot forward, next to your right; exhale. Lift your hips up and drop your head down towards your knees. Straighten your knees as much as possible, without lifting your hands off the ground.


	
Inhale as you slowly straighten your body; stretch your arms forward and then up over your head. Arch back into the same position as you were in step 3.


	
Exhale as you lower your arms by your sides and return to tadasana.





In the first sun salutation, you lead with your right foot. In the next one, you lead with your left foot.


Standing crescent moon


Beginning in Tadasana (again, see Figure 3.4).




	
Inhale as you raise your arms straight out to the sides and then over your head in a lateral, circular motion. When your hands meet, interlock your fingers. Release your index fingers so that they are pointing upward. Keep your elbows straight. Stretch your entire body upwards.


	Keeping this stretch, exhale as you arch your torso to the right as much as possible. Do not allow your body to twist.


	
Inhale as you return to centre.





Repeat this on your left side.


This is the beginning of the moon salutation. If you have time, you may want to do the full sequence; the instructions are on Chapter 3.


Lie down and relax for at least a minute before you leave your practice area.





10: Only got ten minutes?



Ten minutes of regular practice promotes the flexibility of your body, as well as enhancing your balance and co-ordination.




Tadasana: spend 30 seconds grounding yourself (see Figure 3.4).




	Stand with your feet 2–3 inches (5–10 cm) apart and your knees straight. Ensure that your body weight is distributed evenly between your two feet.


	Lift your toes and spread them wide apart as you replace them on the ground. Close your eyes and become aware of the exchange of energy between your feet and the earth. Visualize yourself sending roots down into the earth to draw its energy up into your body.


	Feel the energy spreading upward into your legs. Feel your shins over your heels. Make sure that your knees are straight, but not locked.


	As the energy comes into your trunk, ensure that your hips are straight. Imagine that you are bringing your tail bone forward to meet your pelvic bone.


	Allow your arms to relax alongside your body, with your elbows straight but soft. Be sure that your chest is lifted, your spine erect, your shoulders relaxed. Feel as though your collar bones are broadening.


	Keep your head upright. Gaze straight ahead.





Six sun salutations


Stand in tadasana. Inhale deeply and prepare yourself mentally to begin.




	
Breathe out as you bring your palms together directly in front of your breastbone.


	
Breathe in as you straighten your arms and stretch them up alongside your ears. Arch your entire body backwards, keeping your knees and elbows straight.


	
Exhale and bend forward. Place your hands on the ground on either side of your feet. Bring your head in towards your knees. If you have difficulty reaching the ground, allow your knees to bend slightly.


	
Inhale as you stretch your right leg back as far as possible. Bend both knees and place the back knee on the ground. Look up, keeping your hands on the ground on either side of your left foot.


	
Hold your breath as you bring your left foot back in line with your right; straighten both knees so that your body is in a straight line from head to heels.


	
Exhale as you bend your knees and bring them directly down to the ground. Keep your hips up and drop your chest to the ground between your hands. Place your chin on the ground.


	Without moving your hands or feet, inhale as you slide forward and arch into the ‘cobra’ pose. Keep your abdomen on the ground. Your elbows are bent slightly and in towards your sides. Your shoulders are relaxed and down, away from your ears.


	Tuck your toes under and breathe out as you lift your hips high. Straighten your elbows and allow your head to hang down between your arms. Bring your chest closer to your thighs; stretch your heels to the ground.


	
Inhale; bend your left knee and place it on the ground. Step forward with your right foot so that your toes are in line with your fingers. Look up without lifting your hands off the ground.


	Bring your left foot forward, next to your right; exhale. Lift your hips up and drop your head towards your knees. Straighten your knees as much as possible, without lifting your hands off the ground.


	
Inhale as you slowly straighten your body; stretch your arms forward and then up over your head. Arch back into the same position as you were in step 3.


	
Exhale as you lower your arms by your sides and return to tadasana.


	In the first sun salutation, lead with your right foot. In the next one, lead with your left foot.





Repeat this sequence six times.


Shoulderstand




	Lie on your back. Bring your legs together and raise them to a 90-degree angle.


	Place your hands on your buttocks. Slowly walk your hands along your back, to lift the trunk of your body, until it is as straight as possible.


	Consciously relax your calves and your feet. Hold the shoulderstand for 30 seconds, gradually increasing the time to 3 minutes.


	Come out of the position and relax for about 30 seconds before coming into the fish pose.





(See Figure 3.42.)


The fish




	Lie flat on your back with your legs out straight. Bring your legs and feet together.


	Place your hands, palms downward, one under each thigh.


	Bend your elbows, pushing them into the ground. Arch your chest upward and place the top of your head gently onto the floor. Hold the position, with your weight mainly on your elbows. There should be very little weight on your head or neck.


	Your chest is wide open in this position, so take advantage of this by breathing as deeply as possible.


	To come out of the position: lift your head slightly, slide your head back and lower your back to the ground. Relax for a few moments in the corpse pose.


	Hold the fish pose for half of the time that you held the shoulderstand. Remember to have your weight on your elbows so that there is little or no pressure on your head or neck.





(See Figure 3.28.)


The seated forward bend




	Sit up with your legs together and straight out in front of you.


	Inhale deeply as you stretch your arms straight up.


	Exhale and stretch forward from your hips. Try to keep your back straight.


	If possible, take hold of your feet or ankles. If you cannot reach them, you may want to use a strap – or hold your shins or knees.


	Hold the position and breathe deeply. With each exhalation, feel as though some of the tension is being released from your hips – and sink forward a bit more.





Hold the position for 10 seconds, gradually increasing the time to 3 minutes.


(See Figure 3.19.)


The inclined plane




	Sit on the ground with your legs together and straight out in front of you.


	
Place your hands flat on the ground behind your back, about 10–12 inches (approximately 30 cm) away from your buttocks. Have your fingers pointing away from your body.


	Drop your head back and lift your hips up as high as you can. Keep your feet together and try to bring them flat onto the ground.


	Hold the position for 10 seconds, gradually increasing the time to 1 minute.





(See Figure 3.20.)


Half spinal twist




	Begin in a kneeling position, sitting on your heels, with your knees and feet together.


	Drop your hips to the floor on the right side of your feet.


	Keep your left knee (the top one) bent and bring your left leg over your right. Place your left foot flat on the floor outside your right knee.


	Stretch your right arm up; bring it over and around your left knee.


	Try to hold your left ankle with your right hand. If you can’t reach your left ankle, hold onto your right knee (the knee on the ground). Look over your left shoulder.


	Breathe deeply as you hold this pose. With each exhalation, feel that you are going more deeply into it.


	Release the position and repeat on the other side.





Hold the half spinal twist for 10–30 seconds on each side.


(See Figure 3.39.)





Preface


Is yoga for you?


Yoga is for everyone. You can practise it whatever your age, gender or physical ability. As you establish a regular routine for yourself, you will probably begin to notice how much yoga enhances your studies, increases your efficiency at work, reduces your levels of stress and frees your mind to better enjoy your spare time.


Yoga can enliven your life at any age. Nowadays there are classes for children, young adults, pregnant women, ‘gentle yoga’ for the over fifties and ‘golden yoga’ for the over seventies.


Yoga gives you the techniques to de-stress if you find yourself stressed out, and it’s a gentle road to fitness if you are less active than you would like to be.


This book is meant as a general introduction to yoga. It can help you to get started – and can serve as a trusted guide as you advance. Although you may make great progress on your own, it’s often advisable to practise under the supervision of a qualified teacher, who can correct and inspire you. Your teacher should understand not only the anatomy and physiology of the human body, he/she should also be teaching from direct personal experience. You might also want to consult your doctor or healthcare professional before starting your practice.


Yoga is not a theory but a practical way of life. Begin to teach yourself yoga and you will start to see the benefits for yourself.


With best wishes for your rapid advancement on the ‘path’,


Swami Saradananda





1


Introduction


In this chapter you will learn:




	the philosophy of yoga


	the main paths to choose from


	the benefits of yoga.





The philosophy and goals of yoga


Yoga is a way of seeing all life as an integrated whole. First developed in India thousands of years ago, yoga has recently travelled to the West where its ancient techniques have been warmly embraced as an effective means to counteract the stresses and strains of today’s frantic pace.


Yoga aims at integrating every aspect of your body, mind and spirit. It gives you the techniques to experience the unity of all facets of your being. Yoga is both the experience of wholeness, as well as the practice by which you can attain that experience. Yoga is your progress – and the tools for overcoming whatever obstacles may temporarily stand in the way of your advancement. And yoga is an unruffled state of mind under all conditions.


Yoga is the practice of coming back to yourself and rediscovering your essential nature. It is coming to love yourself and to understand that you are not separate from the totality of the Universe. If contemporary life seems to leave you feeling isolated and disempowered, perhaps it is time for you to turn to yoga, whose very name means ‘union’.


The yogic lifestyle is one of compassionate self-discipline based on the ideals of ‘simple living and high thinking’. This involves a systematic training of your mind, body and emotions. With regular practice, yoga enables you to build up your inner strength and determination. It gives you the experience of absolute freedom. The goal of yoga is to enable you to liberate yourself from all suffering. Yoga is a practical system that may be used by followers of any religion or spiritual practice. It is universal in its nature – and it brings about a state of heightened awareness.


Evenness of mind is yoga.


Bhagavad Gita, chapter 2, verse 48


Yoga is skill in action.


Bhagavad Gita, chapter 2, verse 50


The real meaning of yoga is freedom from pain and sorrow.


Bhagavad Gita, chapter 6, verse 23


yogas cittta vritti nirodhah


Yoga is the calming of the thoughts. It is the cessation of the fluctuations of consciousness.


Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, chapter 1, verse 2





Insight


The philosophy of yoga is given in a number of ancient texts of which the Bhagavad Gita and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra are probably the best known. Both were originally written in Sanskrit, but there are a number of excellent English translations available.






The main paths of yoga – which one is for you?


As we each have different personalities, our outlooks on life and preferred ways of doing things can be quite different. For this reason, different paths of yoga have evolved over the millennia.


KARMA YOGA


Karma yoga is the path of action and of service. Through acts of selflessness, you try to purify your mind and your heart. The karma yogi attempts to do all work as though it is a kind of worship. This form of yoga involves the practice of giving your hands to your work and your mind to the divine essence. If you have an outgoing nature, if you are active and energetic, you may see working in the world as your spiritual path par excellence. Examples of well-known karma yogis are Gandhi, Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King. Volunteering to serve meals to homeless people or read to lonely elderly people are forms of selfless service. Sections of the ancient yogic text known as the Bhagavad Gita deal with the principles of karma yoga. Karma yoga can be summed up in the words of modern yoga master Swami Sivananda: ‘Serve, love, give, purify, meditate, realize.’


BHAKTI YOGA


Bhakti yoga involves devotion and unselfish love; it is the path of the heart. Using the techniques of singing, dancing, mantra (sound energy) repetition and prayer you try to channel your emotions into feelings of devotion. When you practise bhakti, you attempt to see God everywhere and in all beings.


If you are more emotional in nature, you may be drawn to the bhakti path. Some examples of bhakti yogis are Jesus, Mother Theresa and the followers of the Hare Krishna movement. Bhakti is said to be the safest, surest, easiest and fastest path of yoga to practise at this time in history. Anyone can practise it at any time. Its ancient texts include the Srimad Bhagavatham and Narada’s Bhakti Sutras.



JNANA YOGA


Jnana yoga is the philosophical approach. The Sanskrit word jnana means knowledge, insight or wisdom. Jnana yoga is considered to be the most difficult of all the paths of yoga because it requires great strength of will and intellect. It is also seen as the most direct, as there are ‘no frills’. Jnana teaches that the world is unreal and illusory. Its techniques include the study of the ancient scriptures known as the Upanishads. This is done by listening to a teacher who explains the texts, reflecting on them, discussing the texts with others, asking for clarification and ultimately realizing your identity with all existence. Examples of the analytical and scholarly people who are drawn to the path of jnana yoga include J. Krishnumurthi, Ramana Maharishi, Kabalistic scholars, Jesuit priests and Benedictine monks.
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