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FOREWORD

By Kavi Yogiraj Alan Finger

It is with utmost pleasure that I am recommending this book to whomever is interested in personal growth, therapeutics, spirituality, science, yoga, meditation, or just in enhancing one’s health.

There are so many books on yoga out there today, but few are written by someone like Ulrica who fully understands the depths and science of yoga, and who is equally well-trained academically.

This book is one of a kind—generous, sincere, and wise, like Ulrica. It shows the importance of pausing and reflection and how we can integrate this art into our living. Ulrica also focuses on the intimate relationship between science and spirituality and what this beautiful connection can do for us as individuals as well for humanity as a whole.

One of the great teachings of yoga is called Kaivalya, which in Sanskrit means “space from the mind.” When you are not engrossed in your mind, you don’t react to things, but instead you respond. One responds from the spirit, the source of inspiration, insight, creativity, and intuition, which are things that all humans need in this fast-paced world we live in.

The Ishta approach—developed by Mona Anand and Gina Menza, that Ulrica describes in this book—is designed to help you to develop that space in your mind, and the ability to enjoy longer periods of meditation. Meditation is the process of allowing your brain to become accustomed to stillness, which gives us the ability to gain perspective and distance, which we need in order to balance ourselves better.

It has been a privilege to be Ulrica’s mentor and teacher for eight years now, and to witness her amazing growth as a yogi. When she came to me, she had already mastered so much, so I went on to teach her the science of the subtle body, which Ulrica has incorporated partly into this book.

Ulrica stands solid in the yogic tradition, honoring anyone and everything she is a part of, and she is established in the academic worlds and areas of creativity and human sciences. I am proud to have initiated her into the ISHTA lineage as a Yogiraj, Yoga Master.

Our modern society needs to de-stress and calm down mentally so that we can see life with a clearer perspective. I am confident that this book will help many to achieve that and help unlock one’s hidden treasures.

Alan Finger

New York City

February 2016
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INTRODUCTION

Life and the Importance of Pausing

“The present moment is filled with joy and happiness. If you are attentive, you will see it.”

—Thich Nhat Hanh

When one starts to reflect upon life and its measures, one marvels at the vastness of the whole thing. Life is fascinating, scary, beautiful, mysterious, and yet very relevant because it involves you and me and all living things in this universe. It is what connects us. Right here, right now.

Life contains and involves everything. This everything possesses many definitions. Life refers to a collective phenomenon and to the ability of an individual organism to metabolize and grow, and life refers to the history of activities that an organism undertakes. Life is also the sum of our living: one’s experiences, discoveries, movement, and moments. Einstein once said that life is like riding a bicycle. In order to keep our balance, we have to keep moving, keep living.

A Buddhist thought around this is that life is movement, or change. The more fluid you are, moving with movement, the more alive you become. In yoga, life is what is experienced. Its philosophy also claims that life is being expressed in our cellular structure and it is linked together by life force: prana.

PRANA

We want our life force to flow uninterruptedly within our channels in order to be in homeostasis, balance. Over thousands of years, yogis have researched through their own and others’ practices that the body, mind, and spirit work in correlation and in connection to one another. If our circulation of life gets stuck somewhere due to too much stress and tension, then what we need to do is to unlock the blockages of prana and homeostasis will return.

In yoga, we work with tension and through different techniques we wish to move deeper into it, step by step, day by day, practicing again and again, until we reach its core. Then we stay with it and use releasing techniques like slow poses, visualization, breath, and silence in order for the tension to resolve. We need to slow things down in the core of tension so the bodily systems that have perhaps been drained of energy can take some time to recover new energy, and slowly the stress and tension release their grip.

Take a sponge as an example. We leave it close to water and it will slowly start to move toward the liquid in order to absorb it. That is the code, the programming of that texture. We can look at our own systems in a similar way. The more we use them the wrong way, the more we take away from their binary code intelligence.

This idea is shared in general in medicine and, similar to yoga (though carried out in different ways), its aim is to lower the thresholds so the obstruction of flow can be reduced in order to get the blood pumping and nerves to speak with each other again. Here they use medicines, surgery, and other techniques, but with the same aim in general.

Actually, the deeper one looks into yoga and its scriptures, one realizes that much of yoga is scientific. Yogic science has always asked questions, realizing that everything is changing and everything is integrated and connected in different ways. To understand how things function, how we can understand ourselves and our race better, we need to reflect, sit with things, try out our theories, have personal experiences—to study and lift our gaze to actually get a better view.

What yoga has that modern science lacks so far are the years behind the research. Yoga has thousands of years of such research and is built upon wisdom, whereas modern science, lacking the years, makes up for some of it with technological evolution and focused research.

This book is an attempt to share some of my own findings and experience around how to decompress, de-stress, and relax into better shape. Many of us haven’t been taught how to unwind and our culture is feeding us the idea that looking inside is something we shouldn’t focus on, that it’s lame and doesn’t accomplish anything. The “being” part of being human has been lost for many people today. We are more human doings than human beings. So, as I have learned through my own journey, and what has helped me to excel beyond what I thought possible, the most important thing is the pause.
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I don’t believe it is weakness to slow down our lives. It is actually strength since we have taken away many natural pauses in our daily living here in the West. We live so fast today that we are starting to pay a pretty big price for that high speed, tension, and stress. We see so many new diseases that are stress related, yet our governments fall on their faces all the time, consumed by challenges in-house and globally. We seem to fight more with each other, ourselves, and life itself.

Scientists and politicians are standing still, despite mind-blowing facts about many health problems of today, and it is costing too much money for our societies. Our way of living is writing checks our bodies can’t cash.

What if we took another route? What if we try something else? What if we yoked doing and being, to a much greater extent? What if some answers about the growing health problems lie in doing less rather than doing more?

Restorative yoga is a yogic approach of limiting the options for the body to continue to be carried by fear, pain, stress, and tension by using different props to make us weightless; removing all pressure on the body’s joints; and holding the poses for six minutes up to an hour. Restorative yoga aids the so-called “Relaxation Response” in the brain, which is the healing mode for our being.

I will speak more on restorative yoga as a practice and how you can start benefiting from this practice in your life. In Chapter 5, I will also convey what the relaxation response is and why it is so important for our health to start to own the ability to relax and unwind, since so many of us have lost that skill.

As we move along the chapters, I hope you will see that when we yoke experimenting with wisdom, action with pausing, movement with stillness, and science with spirituality, we get a better understanding of this thing called life and how we can live more fully and in more balanced ways.

INQUIRE AND INVESTIGATE

I believe it to be true that for our practice to be successful and fruitful, to see its results in our own personal growth and also to achieve higher levels of health, we need go inward with a more inquiring and investigative approach. The way I have laid out the information in this book is not to say how you should live your life or how to do restorative yoga my way, or anyone’s way. My aim is to inspire you to find your own way of doing yoga so you can live your life in better balance than before.

I will share some great things I have learned through my trainings, from my teachers, and from the practice itself in the hope of helping you to attain the tools needed to find balance. I also share my own reflections on aspects of tension-releasing and de-stressing and how we can merge through these thresholds to give our body back its powers and also to increase circulation and limit toxins and negativity.

When I first started yoga, I was introduced to a quite physical way of doing it, in which my teachers were strict and options were limited. It was good for me at the time, not to have so many options, to limit possibilities and variations in an attempt to simplify things. After a while, however, I began to feel insecure and vulnerable in my practice, so I moved on and kept searching for a yogic approach that resonated better with me. Years passed and through many in-depth studies in various styles of yoga, my yoga practice grew and became strong and selfless. I am so utterly grateful for all the techniques I have learned and for the knowledge and wisdom I have come across through several phenomenal teachers.

It wasn’t until I found a more flexible approach, in the ISHTA yoga lineage, that I really came to terms with who I was and began to deeply evolve as a yogi, teacher, and human being. The ISHTA approach resonates with me greatly since it honors all styles and paths of yoga and has a more scientific-spirituality fusion orientation, which continues to appeal to me.

This book delves into restorative yoga through an ISHTA lens, which means that we look at individuality and adaptation in greater length and depth. I was first introduced to the ISHTA approach to restorative yoga in Mona Anand and Gina Menza’s Restorative Training at ISHTA Yoga, now known as the Anand Menza Restorative Training.

In teaching yoga, I am deeply imbedded in the various aspects of the architecture of this practice and I acknowledge the importance of tradition. I try to help my students to evolve and find the keys of the practice by helping them get inside themselves through investigation and inquiry, since it is only when we allow ourselves to play with concepts and ideas that we start to research possibilities, and through that we evolve.

My hope is that you, through this book, will feel inspired to start exploring, finding, acknowledging, stretching, and embracing the pauses in life. Because that’s where we connect to the forces of life within ourselves. That’s where we can connect the outer and inner aspects of living. It is in the pauses that you connect to the intelligence inside yourself.

I will share my own thoughts, experiences, and knowledge on the topic of how we can restore, renew, and rebalance our energies in modern life. I have also invited some of my dear colleagues and friends who happen to be some of the most experienced in their field, whether spiritualism or science, and I share their findings because their voices should be heard.

So, let’s investigate the intelligence behind slowing things down and finding the pauses. It is through them your life will change for the better.

Om Shanti,

Ulrica
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Chapter One

THE POWER OF SLOWING DOWN

“In the attitude of silence the soul finds the path in a clearer light, and what is elusive and deceptive resolves itself into crystal clearness.”

—Mahatma Gandhi

Our busy minds have taken over, and our lives are being built on strenuous efforts rather than allowing them to emerge naturally and effortlessly. We might strive for more wealth but we keep feeding cultural poverty—thus, we think we are doing more but feel like we are doing nothing. Many don’t know how to take a break, and many of us believe pausing is a sign of weakness.

Often we get so caught up in what everyone else is doing and what’s trendy that we get lost in the excitement of the new and its pressures and we forget how to slow down and reflect upon what we are bringing into our minds and into our lives, what we allow to consume us. Or worse, we become robotic and aimlessly live our lives trying to keep up with everyone else and becoming numb to our true desires and needs.

We need to feed both our superpowers within: the “doing” mode and “being” mode. The ancient yogis understood that when they called this practice yoga, to yoke polarities. When we connect our polarities, we start connecting to our inner shrine of intelligence. There are countless reasons why it’s great to keep up with the latest trends and to streamline processes in your life. It drives our productivity and frees up time to do things that are important to us, and it helps us grow. However, there are also reasons why slowing down regularly is one of the great super powers we have within.
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Slow and Steady Wins the Race

In the fable, “The Tortoise and the Hare,” consistency and tenacity prevails over speed. This is especially true when it comes to anything worthwhile in life, anything important that you’re committed to for the long haul. When you are focused on doing one thing at a time and giving it your undivided attention, you give yourself space and time to reflect and react without distraction. With a calm mind, you are less likely to feel overwhelmed and are able to tune in to your surroundings. Being focused and intentional heightens your senses and intuition and allows you to enjoy the flavors of life while making confident decisions with mental clarity and deliberate intention.

When giving attention to one object or process, you are building a strong platform and connection to create the value and trust to sustain the outcome you seek. When you slow down you embrace the “less is more” philosophy and it can go a long way. That being said, there is value in multitasking, up to a point. It helps us step up our game, forcing us to try new things and discover new ways to do things, and certain processes can actually feed each other. But it is through regular rest that one frees up the mental capital to be able to stay present and thus perform better with better resources.
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Restorative Yoga

The word yoga means “to yoke.” A yoga practice is meant to fuse together opposites in order to attain balance, or equanimity. In life as well as in yoga, we want to add what is not there, to find better balance. So if we are stressed, rushed, and on-the-go, we need to add in more relaxation, pausing and doing less, in order to get ourselves back into flowing better with life.

Yoga practices are designed to help an individual feel whole, so taking a yoga class can do wonders for the body, mind, and spirit. And very often when one comes into a yoga class, there are mainly physical poses, asana, and breathing techniques, pranayama, ending in the savasana relaxation pose for a couple of minutes; not much time is given to restore more deeply.

Yoga Master B. K. S. Iyengar developed the practice of restorative yoga. He is recognized as one of the greatest master yogis in postmodern times and is the founder of the more alignment-oriented hatha yoga style called Iyengar yoga. Iyengar learned yoga from his master and father-in-law, Sri Krishnamacharya, one of the most influential yoga masters in the twentieth century.

Iyengar learned early on while teaching yoga that pain or injury often resulted from a student straining in a pose. So he followed advice from his teacher to modify the poses, and in doing so, he got experimental and invented props out of strings, trees, bricks, rolled up blankets, and sacks of sand. He saw that modifying the poses and adding the props helped his students to move more safely into the poses and their breath improved dramatically when the alignment of the body was in better balance. He also started to see that placing students in passive poses, where the props gave the shape to the body and where the body could lean onto them, gave remarkable results in stress reduction and healing. Those of us who have had the privilege to study with him found that while he could be very strict and quite harsh, he taught us much about ourselves and the human body and how to access it in intelligent ways. Thanks to B. K. S. Iyengar, we have many phenomenal methods to heal, restore, de-stress, and reboot our systems.

As I see it, Iyengar was one of the most important teachers, since he emphasized that the body holds a deep intelligence. He was able to decode some of the mysteries of the human body and make yoga applicable to different physical conditions. I remember him saying in class once, “Go inside gently and stay. If you suffer in the pose, you need to make the pose work better for you. While you are there, experience the pose. Listen to your body, not the mind, since it bears no real truth, only reaction.” His words were so important to me then and they still echo in my practice to this day.

Restorative yoga is a kind of active relaxation, since its techniques help us learn how to unwind, relax, and de-stress in order to reboot and restore our nervous system by taking as much pressure off our bodily functions as possible. The aim is to feel weightless. The way we do that is by using different props to support the body so we can let go of all tension. We stay in the poses for a long time so the nervous system will alternate from firing from its active part to its more restorative part.

So the aim is to communicate with the brain through the supported poses in a way that tells the body there is no tension, no danger anywhere. After a while, the brain gets the message and will lower the stress hormones and increase the life-enhancing hormones that we need in order to heal and feel well.

Restorative yoga is pretty clear: grab the props you need, set yourself up in a nice space, settle into a pose, stay there, let go, and breathe. Gina Menza feels, “Unlike other exercises, this practice places minimal metabolic demand on you and increases your energy rather than subtracting from it.”

All the organ systems of the body benefit from deep relaxation, and a few of the measurable results are the reduction of blood pressure, serum triglycerides, and blood sugar levels, and increase of the “good cholesterol” levels. Deep relaxation also provides an improvement in digestion, fertility, elimination, the reduction of muscle tension, insomnia, and generalized fatigue.

“Restorative yoga helps to release tension on a physical, mental, and emotional level. Since our bodies store all our past experiences, when we let go of the hold on the physical body we often have strong emotional releases as suppressed emotions bubble up. For this reason, it’s very important to create a supportive environment,” according to Yogaraj Mona Anand, co-creator of ISHTA's approach to restorative yoga. Very often, students come into restorative on overdrive, she says. “Music, candlelight, essential oils, and gentle asana can help slow down their energy in preparation for restorative postures. When students have trouble surrendering, visualizations, breath awareness, and body scans are useful tools to help still the mind,” she continues.
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