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INTRODUCTION


Three years ago, I had an afternoon off from my crazy work schedule. It was summer in Brooklyn, a particularly hot one at that, and I was craving a yoga class but didn’t want to leave my neighborhood. Wandering the streets of Stuyvesant Heights, I remembered a yoga studio a few blocks away in a giant brownstone. On a whim, I signed up for an early-evening class. For whatever reason, at that particular time in my life, on that particular day, I remember feeling unbelievably empowered as soon as the class began. With each pose, I felt my body surging with energy. I felt excited to be in that space, present and looking forward to what move would come next. I remember holding warrior 2 and feeling as if I could conquer anything in my life, big or small. The studio was tucked away in a cozy home. The summer golden hour beamed gently into the space and melted away as the class went on—no mirrors, no distractions. It was the first time in my entire life that I took a class just because I truly LOVED yoga, and in this magical brownstone I found confidence in my practice.


We spend hours of our life at the gym, in classes, sweating and moving because we’re told we must if we want a great “summer body,” or we are guilted into it because it’s what we “have” to do to look good. Figuring out what gets you excited to carve an hour out of your day is what excites me: choosing to do yoga not because you need to work out, but because your soul needs it, your mind needs it, your body wants to move in that way. It is a privilege to get to move together, as a community and as an individual. Find what helps you celebrate being alive, with the ability to take the deepest inhales and deepest exhales possible. My wish is for each and every person who reads this book to find their own personal yoga haven that makes every fiber of their existence feel invigorated to live on this planet.
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“The success is of yoga does not lie in the ability to perform postures but in how it positively changes the way we live our lives and our relationships.”


—T. K. V. DESIKACHAR





I’m not flexible.”


“I’m not good at it.”


“It’s too expensive.”


“I’m unsure if I’m doing it right.”


“I don’t know where to begin.”


“Everyone else looks like a pretzel and I can’t even touch my toes.”


“I’m worried people will judge me.”


“I’m worried I’ll judge myself.”


If I had a dollar for every time I’d invited a friend, coworker, or new aquaintance to take my yoga class and the first thing out of their mouth was fear or insecurity, I’d have enough money to live in New York lavishly.


When trying something new, our immediate reaction is often to talk ourselves out of it. Maybe we make a New Year’s resolution. Insert excuse number one, then time passes. It occurs to us to try again—cue excuse number two, then more time passes. By the time you’ve come around to excuse number three, it’s the end of the year and it’s time to make a new resolution. What excuse will continue to keep you from trying yoga? Is it fear of the unknown? Like dipping your toe into the pool to check the temperature first, there’s hesitation, a sense of worry, a gut reaction of fear. The water is just fine, and the more you put off taking the plunge, the more time you waste not enjoying the swim. I’m here to reassure you that it’s worth the jump. Yoga is for everyone—no ifs, ands, or buts about it. There are many misconceptions about what yoga actually is and what it has to be. Here are some major misconceptions:




ONE HAS TO BE “FIT” OR “FLEXIBLE” TO DO YOGA. Surprise! That’s a major reason why we do yoga: to gain body awareness. Everyone starts as a beginner. Though it may seem like everyone is looking at the newbie in the back, they’re one hundred percent more focused on their own bodies and selves than they are on judging you. There’s no perfect “yoga body.” Everyone is included, and all ages, shapes, sizes, and colors are welcome. If you encounter someone who tells you otherwise, make eye contact as you roll your mat out and flash a big smile. You should feel at home wherever you decide to practice. Allow yourself to enjoy the “firsts” of inviting yoga into your life. We rarely get to experience new things as adults, so let yourself give in to the bubbly feeling of a first.


DOING YOGA MEANS INCLUDING FANCY PHYSICAL POSES.. Social media has morphed yoga into extravagant flows, incredible handstands, and seemingly impossible poses. While those are beautiful in their own ways, yoga is not just about the asanas. Eventually, you can work toward adding some fanciness to your flow . . . or maybe you continually keep it simple. Your practice is what you make it. Yoga can be sitting for a few minutes every morning connecting your breath to your body, moving between cat/cow and then taking child’s pose, or simply lying in savasana tracking your breath; these all can be versions of yoga.


YOGA IS ONLY FOR WOMEN.. Oh boy, this one is my favorite. I’ve had many men tell me they assume yoga is easy, just stretching, or that it is too “girly.” Nothing is more satisfying than a boyfriend begrudgingly joining his girlfriend for yoga, and ending the class fully covered in sweat, looking at his lady and mouthing, “That was hard!” Sure, there’s restorative flows that target release and relaxation, but a Vinyasa or Ashtanga will kick your butt in all the right ways when done correctly. Your core will be strengthened, your arms will be toned, your soul will be happy.


I’M NOT GOOD ENOUGH.. Think about learning how to write for the first time. When you look at your handwriting from first grade and compare it to what you can do now, you’ll notice quite a difference (I hope . . . ). Over time, you acquired muscle memory. It didn’t happen overnight, but throughout your life you’ve refined a simple movement and have maintained it by writing as often as you can. The same thing applies to yoga! The more you move through flows, the more your body adjusts and learns. “Good” and “bad” at yoga don’t exist. Over time, you’ll begin to build body awareness. Trust me. I spent a very small percentage of my middle school years playing volleyball and I was admittedly not great. Inherently, I had zero athletic ability and no desire to get sweaty, thus leading me to band and theater as suitable substitutes. The body awareness I’ve found over the last ten years is all from my own hard work. I can with confidence tell you that this isn’t something that comes naturally to all, and that’s okay! It’s never too late to start yoga.


ALL YOGIS ARE HEALTH NUTS/ARE VEGAN/DON’T DRINK.. Listen, I love pizza as much as I love yoga. When I say “it’s all about balance,” it truly is. Including yoga in my practice has made me more mindful of what I eat, but I don’t restrict myself if I’d like to have a glass of wine on occasion. You can live your life and include a practice. You might be more inclined to choose broccoli over nachos post-class, but forcing a vegan lifestyle on yourself to be able to do yoga is one hundred percent not necessary.





Whew! Now that that’s out of the way, let go of any other preconceived notions and leave them right here in chapter one. Your practice is what you make it. There are a million different perspectives, opinions, and celebrations of what yoga is. Take what resonates with you, and bring it to your mat.


WHAT IS IT THAT KEEPS YOU PERSONALLY FROM DOING YOGA?


Is it the price of classes? Perhaps it seems boring, or you took a class with a teacher that made it too serious, or not serious enough? Was it the studio itself, or maybe oming just isn’t your thing? When teaching class, I like to give my students tools to do yoga without me there, whether it be cuing what muscle groups should feel the strength and/or stretch in each movement, or the confidence to come into tree pose to find balance before a big interview. I’m going to load up your tool belt to help you start a little bit of yoga on your own, or perhaps to encourage you to find a space that feels right for you. A fully equipped yogi tool belt is key to finding confidence in yourself and your practice. Honor who you are, and find yoga that mirrors your soul.


ABANDONING YOUR FEAR


We’ve touched on the idea of judgment from others in the yoga room. No matter how grumpy the girl on the mat next to you looks, odds are she doesn’t care what you’re doing. When walking into class, if you feel as though you’re personally watching everyone else and analyzing each skill level, that’s a big sign that you do need some yoga in your life. I spent my first year of Bikram yoga constantly watching others. Not to learn, but in a self-deprecating way, thinking, “Wow, look at her balance. Will I ever have abs like that? Ugh, why can’t I stretch my leg that high?! He is so still and focused. . . . Why can’t I achieve that?” Questions like these attacked my mind every single time I tossed my towel over my mat, preparing for a ninety-minute sweatfest. I lived in constant fear that I wasn’t good enough to be there.


My sophomore year of college, I was introduced to Kundalini yoga, a more intense type of yoga centered around heavy breathing (see more on page 17). While I don’t practice it now, my eyes were opened wide to a completely different side of yoga. In fact, it was the polar opposite of what I’d always imagined “yoga” to be. No mirrors, same intensity, completely different feeling after class. My view of myself, my time in class, and my reason for doing yoga shifted drastically. The ability to judge myself less and my fear of being “bad” had slowly melted away. While it may take a while to shush those ever-present thoughts and fears, it’s achievable. Maybe your fear is “What if I fall down or out of pose?” Guess what, it’s inevitable! Even as an instructor I lose my balance. Finding space to grow from where you are and not being afraid to just be who you are on any given day when coming to class is what’s important. The ability to confront your fears on your mat directly translates to how you confront your fears in everyday life, and that is an invaluable thing to take away from your practice.
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“Watch your thoughts; they become words. Watch your words; they become actions. Watch your actions; they become habits. Watch your habits; they become character. Watch your character; for it becomes your destiny.”


—UNKNOWN





The roots of what we know as “yoga” run deep through Indian spiritual and religious practice. The word yoga has transformed over the course of many years to what we know today and has an extremely rich and complex story of its beginnings. There are many definitions of yoga, but the actual word means “union” or “connection.” Basically, yoga is a way of connecting the body, mind, and breath as well as finding self-awareness. Connection to life, awareness of who we are and what we are is what ties it all together. The term itself was found in ancient India’s earliest script, the Vedas. This is the first use of the word yoga (referred to originally as an actual physical chariot), where the Vedic priests were known to be “ascetic,” which is someone who practices self-discipline and avoids self-indulgence. There are five important time periods in the journey to what yoga has become today.


VEDIC PERIOD


The Vedas were the original holy writings of Brahmanism. They combined texts, songs, and mantras that all recognize a higher power, which is known as Vedic yoga. This is what we know as the most ancient teaching of yoga, spiritual development and the ability to broaden the mind through a ritualistic practice. Rishis, those who have discovered eternal truth and deep levels of mindfulness through periods of intense meditation, were their teachers. These yogis felt most inclined to live in secluded, serene, quiet places close to nature. (Quiet, secluded—reminds me of . . . yoga studios!)


PRE-CLASSICAL YOGA


The period of the Upanishads, which are Hindu religious texts written in Sanskrit expanding on the Vedas, is generally understood to have occurred between the years 500 and 200 BCE. The Upanishads make up two hundred scriptures on expanding the inner reality of being a brahman (member of the highest priestly caste in the Hindu system). The three big-ticket items from the Upanishads include the ultimate reality, the transcendent self, and the relationship between them. What we now know as “yoga” is vastly different than what the rishis and gurus laid out spiritually. However, there is much admiration that vibrates through modern yoga for the different paths of yoga created from the Upanishads. This period also includes the Bhagavad Gita, which expanded on the concept of putting the ego on the back burner to let actions speak for who you are and letting go of your body’s cravings, temptations, and aversions to access freedom.


CLASSICAL YOGA


This period of yoga tends to be a hodgepodge of information, some ideas even conflicting. But we start to see some sort of structure emerge. Most notably, it’s known as the creation period of Patanjali’s yoga sutras. These defined the path of Raja yoga, which delves into a branch of yoga that emphasizes mental dedication and meditative practices. There are eight “limbs” to Raja yoga that lead the way toward enlightenment: yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dharana, dhyana, and samadhi (see page 37 for more information). These ideals are still extremely relevant to what we understand yoga to be today.


POST-CLASSICAL


Influenced by Patanjali’s sutras, this next phase of the yoga world moved toward working on the body to prolong life. The teachings of the Vedas shifted out of focus, and the physical body became the main vessel to achieve enlightenment. The exploration of the physical-mental-spiritual connection began to expand, creating Tantra yoga as well as Hatha. We’re starting to approach the yoga you’re probably familiar with. . . .


MODERN


Yoga moves west! In the early 1900s, yoga masters traveled to the Western world promoting their teachings, which gained major attention. At this point, Hatha was the most prominent, with Indian teachers carving the path to the yoga we are most familiar with now. It’s evolved and transcended through time, absorbing many ideals, mantras, asanas, secrets of meditation, and all the contemporary variations that we enjoy today.


So next time you’re habitually pressing back into downward dog, remember that layers upon layers of history go into that one simple pose. The practice of yoga isn’t just the tea-drinking, yoga-pants-wearing lifestyle image we see so often today—it is the result of thousands of years’ worth of study and all of the contemporary variations we enjoy all day.


Nowadays, when we hear the word yoga, there’s crazy amounts of modernization attached to it. It’s become so relevant to our society, not only for physical health but recognized as one of the best natural therapies, that we even dedicated a day to celebrating it—June 21st is “International Yoga Day.” But ultimately, the word “yoga” in Sanskrit derives from the work yuj, which means uniting the individual and universal consciousness. In other words, the end game isn’t just to do some poses and breathe. Yoga is meant to bring you back to your harmony, your truth, your joy, your existence, your ability to connect to the energy of the world around you. If even for a moment you find some sort of connection to the truest version of you, yoga has done its job. With constant stimulus, the modern world is in dire need of a disconnect from screens and deeper connection to a grounded version of ourselves.


The history of how yoga and how it came to its contemporary form speaks volumes about humanity. It speaks to how simply moving and breathing can heal your soul and press a reset button on your being. We’re able to prolong our life the more we can tap into our truest, happiest, and fullest selves. It’s in our nature to move freely, like when we were babies rolling around on the ground, or the moment you stretch your arms over your head when you wake up in the morning. Studies have showed that just fifteen minutes of yoga can increase your serotonin levels, resulting in a happier you. That’s the whole point of this whole “living” thing, right?—to find some sort of happiness so the next time you habitually press back into down dog.
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