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for continually inspiring me to
be a student of yoga,
and to Gary Kraftsow for
making it all come alive.


And to the memory of my sister,
Carol Hope Bennett.







Sensations sweet, felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;
And passing even into my purer mind,
With tranquil restoration: feelings too
Of unremembered pleasure: such, perhaps,
As have no slight or trivial influence
On that best portion of a good man’s life . . .


—WILLIAM WORDSWORTH




Your emotions are your inner guidance system. They alone will let you know whether you are living in an environment of biochemical health or in an environment of biochemical distress. Understanding how your thoughts and your emotions affect every single hormone and cell in your body, and knowing how to change them in a way that is health-enhancing, gives you access to the most powerful and empowering health-creating secret on earth.


—CHRISTIANE NORTHRUP, M.D.








Foreword



THERE EXISTS WITHIN everyone a place of balanced awareness. In this book, Bija Bennett provides you with the tools to find this place, and create deeper states of emotional and physical well-being. Emotions are impulses of energy and intelligence. The ability to access your emotions allows you to tune in to an inner technology that operates from the most profound level of awareness. This can bring about powerful health changes.


Emotional Yoga goes beyond fitness; it is the yoga of emotional healing and health, teaching you how to actively “stretch” your emotions and become more emotionally balanced, flexible, and strong.


I have seen how transformative Bija’s yoga teachings can be. I have watched her work with individuals in a clinical setting as well as with groups at my workshops around the country. She has a profound gift for making the spirit of yoga accessible. As she guides you in the pages of this book, you will learn to restore your body’s own healing ability and reestablish your essential balance.


— DEEPAK CHOPRA, M.D.,
author, Grow Younger, Live Longer
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THE YOGA OF EMOTIONAL HEALING



This is a book about emotions. It is also a yoga book. But here, yoga is a methodology for helping you access, transform, and heal your emotions, as well as your body and mind. This is the “real reason” for doing yoga, invoking the enthusiasm of all your parts, especially your emotional parts. The practice of Emotional Yoga will allow you to touch your feelings and the feelings of others. Ultimately, it will help you to heal yourself.


Writing this book has given me the opportunity to feel a wide range of emotions. I’ve felt lonely, disappointed, isolated, and I’ve dealt with tremendous fear. I’ve also been elated, inspired, and joyous. Out of this burning emotional intensity has come a faith, taking me higher, orienting me toward deep transformation and growth. This, I’ve realized, is what Emotional Yoga is all about.


The term emotion has its Latin origin in emovere, “to move.” Emotion means “energy in motion,” and emotional energy is creative energy. This includes our desires, intentions, and attitudes, all of which lead to action. As we move, we feel, and as we feel, we experience the inner and outer movement of our bodies and minds.


In the ancient yoga texts, emotions are described as waves, vrittis, or fluctuations in our conscious mind. Any kind of sensory perception—pleasure or pain—can be traced back to these vacillations in the body-mind. By remaining agitated or in turmoil, our emotions lose their innate rhythm—we become anxious, disturbed, or depressed. But in dealing with our emotions and transforming our responses, our emotional waves are calmed. Pursuing our emotional waves back to their source, our natural state of joy is found.


There is a beautiful word in the Sanskrit language used to describe the goal of emotional movement. The word is ananda (nanda meaning “joy” or “bliss”). Ananda is a place beyond all the extremes of emotion. It is perfect peace. When the state of ananda is achieved, all our emotions are perceived as joy.


Yet ananda is more than the joy itself. It is also our movement toward it, our search for the endless experience of joy. When we practice yoga, we participate in and experience this joy. We link with ananda. This makes us feel a sense of stability and balance within every emotional state. Ananda connects us with the deepest level of who we are. Pleasure comes and goes, but ananda is never-ending bliss.


Traditionally, yoga is the passing on of a lineage. Yoga teachers teach others what they know. Most of what I know about yoga came from being in the presence of my teachers, especially T. K. V. Desikachar. Learning from him has been both an honor and a privilege.


Desikachar is the son of Sri Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, considered one of the greatest yogis of the modern era. Desikachar’s approach is based on his father’s teachings, a method called Viniyoga—which covers the full spectrum of yoga and adapts to the needs of the individual. Emotional Yoga has grown out of my own personal needs and the needs of my students and friends.


Although I had practiced yoga for years, after studying with Desikachar and learning Viniyoga, everything changed. For the first time, I encountered a yoga that outlined a step-by-step program for developing a complete practice for healing the entire person. Through Viniyoga, Desikachar and my teacher Gary Kraftsow made yoga accessible to me. They taught me how to use yoga in my life and how to make it accessible to others.


After my initial experience with Desikachar, I began teaching yoga at Dr. Deepak Chopra’s Ayurvedic medical center near Boston. I observed the body in all kinds of conditions and saw how yoga could be adapted to these conditions. I worked with cancer patients, children, seniors, people who were physically challenged, celebrities, and athletes. I also taught my father what I learned from Desikachar, how to carefully stretch his back with movement and breath. After seeing these exercises, Dad’s neurologist told him it was the best program for the spine he’d ever seen. Dad’s condition improved. Cancer patients felt better (some cancers went into remission). One quadriplegic began having feelings in his body. The children had fun. Some of the celebrities thought yoga was better than working out. This was the beginning of my true faith in yoga.





WHAT IS EMOTIONAL YOGA?



Emotional Yoga is a gathering of Viniyoga, Ayurveda, mind-body medicine, and other systems of treatment I have experienced. My teachers and mentors in the fields of yoga, dance, spirituality, and medicine have inspired the fundamental concepts that form the foundation of this book. Their insights have provided me with an integral vision of life, working on all levels, including the internal and external in ourselves, in culture, and in society. The premise of Emotional Yoga is to strive for this level of wholeness.


In Emotional Yoga, engaging the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual parts of you is essential for creating health. While it’s great to be able to execute a complicated pose, climb a mountain, or lift heavy weights, if you have an emotional weakness inside, no matter how strong your muscles are, you remain weak. You find it difficult to function. You collapse with a small emotional problem. Why does this happen? Perhaps it’s because the power inside you is so rarely touched.


Yoga is more about inner strength than outer muscles. The whole intention of your yoga practice is for you to be an integrated human being in all ways, not to gain muscular prowess, do a lot of postures, or become a gymnast or human pretzel.


What really counts is what’s going on in your life right now. How are you feeling? How is your sense of well-being? How are your relationships? If you easily become agitated, something inside is trying to tell you something. If you are emotionally balanced, you become more tolerant and your immune system is strengthened.


To be a functional member of society and enjoy healthy relationships, you must have a certain amount of emotional stability. At each level of your life there will be stress—physical, emotional, financial, romantic. The practice of yoga helps you deal with these stresses and become a more stable human being. It protects your health, maintains your emotional balance, and sustains your life.


Here, the practices of yoga aren’t necessarily postures. Nor are they onetime answers to your problems. They are a lifetime of possibilities for dealing with your personal needs. They allow you to know yourself, help you to understand your emotions, and urge you to grow.


The practices of Emotional Yoga come in several forms—emotional inquiries, self-observations, physical exercises, breathing techniques, meditations, rituals, and healing sounds—all considered equal in helping you along your emotional path.


Emotional Yoga offers you an opportunity to:


[image: image] Take responsibility in shaping who you are and what you feel.


[image: image] See your emotional experiences as feelings and moods, rather than “how things are.”


[image: image] Realize that you are not responsible for emotions that arise but that you are responsible for staying in a mood.


[image: image] Open yourself to the possibility of healing troubling or challenging emotions.


[image: image] Change your attitudes and beliefs.


[image: image] Use your body to help shift your emotional state.


[image: image] Understand how your emotions can help you to develop character, resoluteness, sensitivity, and wisdom.


[image: image] Grow spiritually and attune yourself to the greater world around you.


Emotional Yoga involves your whole life. It is more than just an exercise program. It is a lifelong healing practice. You will learn how to cultivate your body. But more important, you will learn how to nurture the life-enhancing energy at the basis of all your actions, feelings, and thoughts. This will make you a more joyous person in whatever life requires you to do.


Changing your emotions and moods, generating happiness in others, and making your life more positive are not mysterious talents. They are learned skills that come when you realize you can change how you feel, and that there is something you can do about it. Instead of being swept along by your emotions and moods, you learn to participate in shaping them. Once you take full responsibility for whatever emotions and moods you generate, extraordinary consequences will appear. Letting what is inside of you out, you’ll get a rush of liberation, inspiration, and joy.


Taking the time to feel how you feel helps you to know how to feel. Having the courage to feel helps you examine your life and see what adjustments you can make to feel better, happier. This helps you become an active force in designing your health. It opens your possibilities of how to live and act in the world, and gives you the chance to experience what really matters—life itself.





LEAVES FALL . . .



One of my favorite books is a simple manual titled “How to Rake Leaves.” Author Leonard Karen begins his introduction with the phrase, “Leaves fall . . .” then proceeds to outline the three main sections of the book: “equipment,” “preparation,” and “activity.” Equipment consists of rakes, containers, and apparel. Preparation includes repose, warm up, and strategize. Activity involves raking, gathering, mulching, and burning.


This reminds me of yoga. For example, in yoga, all the “equipment” you need is yourself. You can use a rake if you wish to move some leaves around before you put down your mat, but it’s not absolutely necessary.


Next is “preparation.” In yoga, you can follow the same steps as in raking leaves: repose, warm up, and strategize. In repose, you calm and steady your mind so you can look inside yourself and create new opportunities to see yourself better. In warm up, you begin by using your awareness, step-by-step, to advance yourself and develop a practice that is in agreement with who you are. When you strategize, you first observe or examine yourself, then decide where you want to go and plan how you are going to get there. As you can see, yoga and raking are much the same.


Finally, in “activity,” you can use your body, mind, and breath to clear the rubbish that has settled on the landscape of your body-mind. You can use the tools of yoga to help you clarify the dullness that blocks your view, to release a freshness of energy flowing within you, or to help you find the attentiveness in action necessary to participate in life. This is how you rake leaves. And this is how you do yoga.





PART ONE
STRETCHING FROM
THE INSIDE OUT


[image: image]


The point of stretching isn’t to see (or show) how far you can reach,
or even to reach as far as you can, but . . . to pay attention.


—JOHN JEROME





1.
The Healing Power of Emotions


GOOD MEDICINE


Emotions are physical, not psychological. Scientists are beginning to understand this now. Emotions act as a bridge between our bodies and minds. Each of us is a psychosomatic network, but this doesn’t mean that whatever we are experiencing in our bodies is not to be taken seriously—quite the contrary. Psychosomatic means that our bodies, minds, and emotions are intimately intertwined. As we alter the awareness of our emotions, we automatically alter our physical state. Managing our emotions is now considered a form of disease prevention. If we heal our emotions, we heal our bodies. Scientist Candace Pert in her landmark book, Molecules of Emotion, says, “Mind doesn’t dominate the body, it becomes the body—body and mind are one.” So, if we suppress our emotions, what happens then?


Western culture has been built upon the belief that reasoning is far more important than emotions. For more than 350 years, rational interpretations of behavior have urged us to believe that the judgments of our minds were the key to our actions. Descartes’ cogito ergo sum—” I think, therefore I am”—elevated thinking to sovereign status. But on every level, including neurobiology, thinking can never be divorced from feeling. There is a profound connection between our emotions and our decisions, between our feelings and our logic, between our brains and the depth of our experiences.


In the East, too, there is disregard, often contempt, for emotions. Eastern spiritual traditions favor a contemplative, detached, dispassionate ideal often confused as enlightenment or nirvana. Great value is placed on the ability to withdraw oneself from all but minimal involvement with the world. Even the stereotypical view—the serene yogi sitting in exalted meditation—warns against the distracting power of emotions.


But emotions are not disruptions of an otherwise calm and reasonable experience. They’re at the very heart of our experience, determining our focus, influencing our interests, giving meaning to our world. Feelings stir us. They are our inner barometers, our God-given orientation system. Emotions provide us with our most basic communication network within, helping us connect the incidents, the relationships, and the experiences that make up our lives.


Our emotions and our health are intimately connected. Moods and attitudes directly influence our bodies. Unresolved, distressing emotions that linger are toxic and a risk factor to health. But when emotions are acknowledged, understood, and expressed, they are as valuable as any healing intervention available. By getting in touch with our emotions, both by listening to them and directing them through our body-mind, we gain access to the healing wisdom that is our natural and biological right. Once we make a conscious decision to enter our body-mind’s conversation, we can heal what we can feel, and this is good medicine.


In truth, “real life” occurs only when we feel deeply. It happens when we allow ourselves the adventure of nurturing our feelings of pain and fear as well as our feelings of pleasure and joy. As we engage in this play of feelings, we move through a range of emotional experiences. Our controlling, logical structures fall away, and a wondrous spontaneity arises from within, bringing real transformation and change. Feeling is an art, a rare art. But it must be practiced.





2.
Yoga as Emotional Therapy


EMOTIONAL STRETCHING


The basic Western misunderstanding of yoga is that it’s merely separate positions to be mastered. It is not. Yoga is not just physical training, positions, or movements—it is not even primarily about exercise. Yoga is an ancient, practical system for accessing, healing, and integrating the body and mind. Yoga practices involve our feelings, our thoughts, and our emotional flexibility. In yoga, it doesn’t really matter if your hamstring muscles are tight. Yoga is much more a state of mind than having to touch your toes.


The principles of yoga teach that all parts of the body and mind are interconnected. If we influence one part, we influence all others. The ancient yogis developed the art and science of yoga to affect overall change in the system through the various techniques of movement, breathing, and meditation. Through these practices, we learn to transform negative qualities of the mind into higher states of order and clarity, which promote overall physical and emotional well-being.


The word yoga comes from the Sanskrit word yuj which means to “join, link, or connect.” The essence of yoga is yoking or uniting, and to practice yoga is to “join with”—to reach a new level of integration within yourself. Yoga is the art of linking to all parts of yourself—your body, your thoughts, your awareness, and your emotions. Each time you attempt to link with any aspect of yourself or your world, you are doing yoga.


Emotional Yoga is the action of linking your awareness with your emotions. Conscious awareness is a mystical-sounding term that simply refers to an awareness of everything about you, including your emotions. Emotional Yoga involves actively participating with your emotions, and choosing to consciously feel your emotional responses. It provides you with the “medicine of awareness,” the real medicine your body and mind especially need.


As you connect with your emotions, you begin to accept them for what they are, instead of resisting them. You begin to explore your perception of reality—the fears and habitual responses, which you believe to be real. This exploration initiates a shift from a defensive reaction to more a conscious action. It changes your focus and lifts you out of the realm of tension. Ultimately, it is a process of emotional refinement, which allows you to maintain your emotional balance.


In the yoga tradition, balancing emotions is an ancient practice challenging you to consciously link with your emotions and join yourself to every action. This kind of exercise allows you to choose how you are going to observe your life, especially how you are going to observe your emotions.


Take the stretching of a muscle, for example—like the hamstring muscle on the back of your right leg. Sit down, stretch your right leg out in front of you, and bend the other leg in toward your body. Breathe and move your body forward until you feel the tightness at the back of your outstretched leg. At this point, you have a choice. You may allow yourself to explore your flexibility, stretch that muscle further, and feel how the stretch increases blood flow and circulation. Or you may decide this stretch is too painful, and get up and do something else.


This choice brings you to the threshold of your comfort zone, the boundary of your resistance. Physically, as you stretch and go further, you must choose how you will respond. At this point you are offered the opportunity to connect with your pleasure or pain, and move through it. This choice is what allows you to realize its value and shift it to another level.


The same procedure holds true with emotions. You can acknowledge the discomfort, and increase its flexibility by acknowledging the boundary of your comfort zone. You move through your pain by feeling it. You explore the nature of it by recognizing its value, understanding what you can learn from it, and moving through it. It’s a dynamic process. You simply choose new ways of dealing with it, rather than try to get rid of it, ignore it, or exorcise the cause of it. You just start participating with yourself differently. By bringing your attention to the inner wisdom of your body and mind, you create a remarkable new perspective of your everyday issues.


As you link your awareness to the movement of your body and mind, your attention is naturally drawn inward—you start listening and begin to “work out” from within. This feels entirely different from simply working out your muscles, because you experience the movement “from the inside out.” You create a natural state of rhythm and grace, an exquisite sensitivity of awareness. This becomes the real goal of exercise.


The fate of your emotions can only be changed by your awareness. You first begin to free your emotions when you become willing to see how you have imprisoned them. Your emotions hold you back only to the degree to which you choose to remain unconscious of them.


It’s time to wake up—now. It’s time to be zealous with your emotions, to work your way through each feeling, each moment, each understanding. There are time-tested tools both ancient and modern to help. In this spirit, we can pioneer a revolution of feeling, a radical feeling approach to life, and embark on a fascinating quest into a new realm of extraordinary wholeness.





3.
The Essential Principles and Tools


THE TREE OF YOGA


Within the rich tradition of yoga, the tree is used as an elegant metaphor for achieving emotional and spiritual wholeness. The roots of the tree of yoga go as far back as the second-century A.D., with Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, the source of yoga teaching. This scripture is a multidimensional guidebook whose many aphorisms teach ways to refine the intelligence of our bodies and minds. In the Yoga Sutra, the tree is the symbol illuminating the path.


Traditionally, the tree of yoga is known as ashtanga yoga, literally “the eight limbs of yoga.” Each limb, or anga, embodies one of the natural qualities of energy and intelligence all human beings possess. Together, they form an eightfold path of self-transformation.


The teaching of the eight limbs is also known as raja yoga. This is different from hatha yoga, a method focused primarily on developing the body’s potential. Raja means “royal” or “king” and represents a system that embraces all aspects of the body-mind, through its eightfold path. By faithfully practicing the eight limbs of yoga, you become a raja, or king, as you master the complete path of your awakening.


In Emotional Yoga, I have adapted the Yoga Sutra’s traditional eight limbs to represent both the qualities of awareness that are potentially present in every emotional experience, and which we can access, and the teachings and practices for emotional self-healing and growth. Collectively, these qualities and practices lead us through a natural cycle of self-transformation through which we can align both the physical and emotional aspects of ourselves.


The qualities of the eight limbs are:


1. Allowance


2. Allegiance


3. Will and Power


4. Love


5. Harmony


6. Knowledge


7. Wisdom


8. Synergy


These eight qualities are based on ancient insight that there are intelligent, energetic properties in nature that manifest as physical reality, both within us and without. Like playing the various tones of a musical scale, when we attune ourselves to a deeper flow of energy and awareness, we create internal transformation and change that are inherently harmonious with our true natures.


The teachings and practices of the eight limbs are:


1. Intelligent Behaviors


2. Personal Attitudes


3. Bodily Exercise


4. Conscious Breathing


5. Sensory Awareness


6. Focusing Attention


7. Sustaining Attention


8. Increasing Wholeness


These practices include a repertoire of self-observations, inquiries, body movements, breathing exercises, five-senses training, rituals, sound practices, and meditations.


Traditionally, the eight limbs illustrate a linear progression from lower (the first limb) to higher (the eighth limb). But the limbs are really patterns of unfolding. They are integral and mutually enriching; there is never a true higher or lower. Awakening occurs simultaneously on all levels of the body and mind. This integral approach is at the heart of both yoga and Ayurveda.


Ayurveda is the traditional medical system of India and the health and healing aspect of yoga. The name Ayurveda comes from two words: ayu, which means “life.” and veda, meaning “knowledge.” Ayurveda is the science or knowledge of life, whose natural healing methods form a complete system for developing optimal health and higher awareness.


Based on the explorations of the Indian Vedic seers, or rishis, yoga and Ayurveda both acknowledge a broader view of the human being. Rather than see the body and mind as a set of biochemical processes, they view it as a collection of layers ranging from material, to subtle, to causal. Like the petals of a rose, all layers unfold from within one another—from the outer physical layer (annamaya), to the vital energy layer (pranamaya), to the mental and emotional layer (manomaya), to the intelligence layer (vijnanamaya), to the deepest dimension of consciousness (anandamaya).


The classical eight limbs are integrative therapies for self-healing at every level. As practices, they progress inwardly, and together they restore the structure of our daily living, improve the quality of our heart, our mind, our memory, our behavior, expand our relationships, while linking us to something deeper. Through the progression of the eight limbs, we learn how to realize ourselves more and more, unfold more and more, and continuously grow and evolve.



THE EIGHT LIMBS OF EMOTIONAL YOGA



In Emotional Yoga, I have divided each of the eight limbs into three parts:


1. The first part of each limb introduces one of the eight qualities of emotional awareness, forming the basis of emotional self-inquiry. Each component has a unique quality that, when encountered and applied, teaches us to discern our emotional experiences from every angle. Using the emotional qualities as tools of inquiry, we see there is more than one way to deal with any emotion or situation. Because we aren’t as fixed upon one point of view, we begin to see possibilities we could not even recognize before.


OEBPS/images/bm.jpg
“Emotional Yoga . . . helps you unlock your deepest potential and takes you to higher
states of health and well-being” —KEN WILBER, AUTHOR OF A THEORY OF EVERYTHING

or years, yoga has been prized for its benefits to the body, providing healing, rejuvenation, overall
toning, and soluions to a host of other physical problems. Recently, however, author Bija Bennett
has brought yoga back to its basics, inspiring instructors and practitioners alike to rediscover the
emorional and spiritual wellness that yoga can bring.

Drawing on her extensive training in yoga therapy, dance, and meditation, Bija Benner has created a
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“Emotional Yoga is highly accessible and incorporates an up-to-the-minute synthesis of ancient
wisdom and modern science. I highly recommend this book!” —CANDACE B. PERT, PH.D

AUTHOR OF MOLECULES OF EMOTION

“Training both the mind and body is the key to reaching your peak. In Emotional Yoga, Bija
takes you to the next fitness level—strengehening your emorional muscles.”

TOM TERWILLIGER, MR. AMERICA 1986, NATIONAL BODYBUILDING CHAMPION

“With Emotional Yoga, Bija Bennett has woven an authentic understanding of yogic principles

with her creative artistic mastery, making the profound teachings of this ancient tradition
available to the modern reader.” —GARY KRAFTSOW, AUTHOR OF YOGA FOR
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BIJA° BENNETT s an internationally renowned yoga teacher with extensive training in yoga
therapy, meditation, fitness, and dance. For more than ten years she has co-led seminars with Deepak
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Breathing Into Life, she lives in Denver, Colorado.
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‘A brillant design for emotional and spiritual stabilty. Bia is—very simply put—a powerful, dynamic teacher”
—WAYNE W. DYER, AUTHOR OF THERE'S A SPIRITUAL SOLUTION TO EVERY PROBLEM





