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Advance Praise for Lilias! Yoga

“In this exquisite book, Lilias has deftly communicated both the essence of yoga and the essence of Lilias. The book is so inviting that one just wants to fall into it—and into the warmth and wisdom of Lilias’s teaching. This kind of work can only be the fruit of a lifetime of dedicated practice—and we are enormously grateful to have it, and to have Lilias.”

—Stephen Cope, director of the Kripalu Institute for Extraordinary Living and author of Yoga and the Quest for the True Self

“Lilias Folan simply and profoundly demystifies the higher teachings of yoga and meditation. Highly recommended for students and teachers alike.”

—Larry Payne, Ph.D., coauthor of Yoga for Dummies and Yoga Rx and founding president of the International Association of Yoga Therapists

“Whenever I see Lilias, I think, ‘I’ll have what she’s having!’ In her new book, Lilias’s teachings, which gracefully balance wisdom with play, clearly show us that we can experience the strength, joy, and clarity that Lilias herself radiates. Thank you, Lilias!”

—Cyndi Lee, founder of OM yoga

“In this book, Lilias Folan reminds us that authentic spiritual paths are not a function of age, because genuine wisdom is ageless. This includes the great tradition of yoga, of which Folan has done so much to bring to Western awareness. [Lilias! Yoga] will help anyone recover the joy and fulfillment of graceful aging.”

—Larry Dossey, M.D., author of The Extraordinary Healing Power of Ordinary Things and Healing Words

“Lilias paved the way for so many of us. She was the first American yoga celebrity—and I mean that in the most complimentary way. Lilias was the pioneer and introduced yoga to America so sweetly. Thank God she was first! With her light and genuine love of people, she gently awakened people’s interest in yoga…. She has always been an inspiration for me and my work, and now this lovely book from her for all of us growing older—and isn’t everyone?”

—Beryl Bender Birch, author of Power Yoga and Beyond Power Yoga

“The beloved doyenne of American yoga has done it again, offered us a jewel. This new book is both a friendly and deeply spiritual guide to the power of yoga practice through all the stages of our lives. Lilias has lived its wisdom, and now we can share that wisdom, as well as the joy she radiates as she teaches us.”

—Judith Hanson Lasater, Ph.D., physical therapist, yoga teacher since 1971, and author of several books, including 30 Essential Poses

“The luminous Lilias has given us a book as wise as it is essential to the enhancement of the body, mind, and soul of the mature person. Here is yoga for the new millennium as we live longer lives with joy and greater usefulness.”

—Jean Houston, Ph.D., codirector of the Foundation for Mind Research in Ashland, Oregon, and author of A Passion for the Possible

“People at midlife and beyond—myself included—want to hear from seasoned teachers who have stood the test of time. Lilias has the depth of experience to provide older students with inspiration, encouragement, and practical guidance. She demonstrates how yoga can help us to reconnect with inner peace and joy. I wholeheartedly agree with Lilias that yoga gets better with age!”

—Suza Francina, R.Y.T., author of The New Yoga for People over 50

“I have had the privilege of collaborating with Lilias in the development of many of her video projects throughout the years. I have always found the time that we spend together to be sacred. She has shown me through example how to live each day with warmth and serenity.”

—Debra Goldman, founder of Natural Journeys

“A gentle, wise path toward understanding, awareness, and health. Heed these instructions and you will get better with age too.”

—Barbara Dossey, Ph.D., R.N., author of Florence Nightingale and Holistic Nursing

“Lilias expresses the wisdom and compassion of a Yogini with a lifetime of expertise. She is an American icon and this book is her gift to the world.”

—Jimmy Barkan, founder of Hot Yoga with Jimmy Barkan Studio, Yoga Connection of South Florida

“Lilias’s motivation is so obviously one of genuine caring and inspiration that her work has a quality of gentle power and deep meaning. Lilias Folan is one of those rare people who can teach an ancient wisdom and also infuse it with a modern and tender regard for her students… this is excellence. I am grateful to have this book.”

—Patricia Sun, spiritual teacher and director of the Institute of Communication and Understanding in Berkeley, California

“Lilias yoga has been a longstanding prescription for my patients that has yielded consistently positive results. Lilias reveals an intimate and heartwarming yoga guide that encourages readers to enhance inward and outward health at midlife and beyond. Through her characteristic warmth and creativity, Lilias continues to inspire and awe.”

—Kenna Stephenson, M.D., F.A.A.F.P., author of Awakening Athena

“Lilias, our grand Diva of American yoga, has blessed us with a book that takes us on a spiritual journey and reveals to us that it does get better with age. She brings to the reader her heartfelt approach and experience to all aspects of spiritual practice…. Her simple step by step approach to the asanas, pranayama, and meditation invites couples and individuals to make yoga a part of their lives and affirms that it’s never too late to do yoga.”

—Elise Browning Miller, author of Yoga: Anytime, Anywhere

"[Lilias! Yoga] offers inspiration and fresh approaches to the practice of yoga—for beginners, long-time students, and teachers alike. It is a treasure map, a reference manual for so much more than a physical practice. Lilias offers a heart-centered approach to yoga that honors the different stages of life.”

—Marti Glenn, Ph.D., president of the Santa Barbara Graduate Institute

“This book is brilliant, both enlightening and life enhancing. Lilias’s yogic treasures stream from the pages and allow us to experience both the benefits and compassion of true yoga. This is not just a ‘look good’ yoga book—it is the real thing!”

—Liz Comerton, cofounder and past president of the Yoga Fellowship of Northern Ireland
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This book is dedicated to my awesome students and my very dear family. You are my teachers. And, like all great teachers, you’ve taught me lessons I never thought I needed to learn. Thank you for your patience, warm affection, and cheerful support. I carry your light carefully and gratefully in my heart.


Foreword Lilias: Everything Gets Better with Age

Over the years I’ve witnessed a remarkable transformation. I’ve been fortunate to know Lilias as she has become yoga. I’m not speaking about the TV personality, the teacher, the writer, the woman, the daughter, the sister, the mother, the wife, or the friend. I’m talking about the one who is living behind and within all these roles; the one I call a spiritual sister; the one I’ve had the privilege of knowing for almost 30 years; the one I’ve traveled and taught with from California to Assisi, Italy. And the one with whom I’ve shared the joys of this journey of life through its many challenges of raising a family, teaching, and walking this precious path called yoga.

I’ve seen Lilias transform from being a teacher of yoga into being embodied as yoga. Lilias isn’t practicing or teaching yoga anymore, she’s being yoga. Lilias has become what yoga preaches; she is meditation in action. It’s not that moments of confusion, restlessness, or anxiety have altogether disappeared. Something much deeper has transpired. Lilias has grown into being the amazing secret that yoga reveals. We call it the Open Secret because it’s available to everyone, yet most of us don’t recognize it even when we’re experiencing it. It’s like a great elephant that’s resting quietly in our living room, but for some odd reason, we don’t see it. Well, Lilias has!

And what is this secret? Lilias has stopped pretending that she should be someone else. Lilias knows her inner witness that is without judgment, that knows and sees and accepts everything as it is and everyone just as they are. She has arrived at the center of this hurricane called life. Here, life continues, thoughts keep coming, but Lilias knows herself as stillness, the inner spiritual essence that we all are, that knows no lack or separation. Here, as Buddha so eloquently said, is the end of suffering. Lilias knows what life is truly about. She is living as the mystery from which everything is born and back into which everything dies. For most of us, stillness lives as an essence that is in the background of our lives, seldom noticed. But for Lilias, it’s in the foreground, big-time.

This book is Lilias sharing her remarkable journey with us. It’s not just her journey; it’s ours, too. The ancient wisdom of yoga invites us, “Keep going. Stop not until the work is done.” This book is Lilias’s way of extending just such an invitation to us. She is someone who doesn’t stop, who keeps going, and who is saying, “If I can do it, so can you.”

Some people say that it takes courage to speak as Lilias is doing. I say it’s the only thing that she can do. When we’re true to ourselves, when we stop separating from what we know we need to do and say, we become the secret that Lilias is being; where we truly live from the heart of wisdom that comes with age. Just so, yoga is likened to being the two wings of a bird. One wing is love and the other is wisdom. Without either wing, this yoga bird can’t fly and neither can we. It’s delightful to witness Lilias in full flight with her two wings outstretched, saying to life, “Yes!” Listen now as she invites us to stretch our wings and say to life from the bottom of our hearts, “Yes!”

—Richard Miller, Ph.D.

Sebastopol, December 1, 2004
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Introduction: The Joy Is in the Journey

“FROM THE YOGA PROSPECTIVE, THE RAISING OF CONSCIOUSNESS … IS THE ULTIMATE DEFINITION OF HEALTH.”

—International Journal of Yoga Therapy

It was a sweltering January afternoon in Madras, India. My friends and I were in the monastery of Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna, the great saint of modern India who lived in total God-consciousness.

Like the saints before him, he cared not for fame, power, or worldly prosperity. Ecstatic states were his norm. His mission was to prove that each individual soul is immortal and potentially divine. He saw all religions as many paths leading to the same goal: God is one. He taught that the way of self-knowledge (Jnana), combined with devotion (Bhakti), was a possibility for everyone who earnestly studied the teachings and who was willing to apply them in their daily lives.

In Madras it was easy to feel the sacredness at every turn, even in the Vedanta Book Shop where we were buying yoga books to lug back to the United States. I took a time-out and walked the cool halls of the monastery. Passing a small, cozy office, I saw a smiling, cheerful monk dressed in his orange robe, sitting behind his desk. He welcomed me in and invited me to sit down.

“What do you do?” he asked.

“I teach hatha yoga,” I said.

At that moment, he became quiet and seemed to look at me from way in the back of his eyes. After some silence, the swami said in lilting English, “You know, we here in the East have taken yoga as far as we can go. Now it’s up to you in the West to take it like a ball and run with it.”

I was stunned. Here I was, sitting literally in the birthplace of yoga wisdom. How could we in the West possibly take the great message of Bhagavan Sri Ramakrishna, and other ancient luminaries, any further?

Today, as I recall that afternoon in Madras, I am touched by the swami’s humility and kindness. How grateful I am that he shared this giant thought with me—a neophyte yoga teacher from Ohio. For as I look back over the last few decades of yoga in the Western world, I realize the swami was right. We have brought this ancient discipline up to the present, incorporating modern knowledge of the body’s needs and limitations, while remaining true to the venerable roots of yoga.

Back in the ’60s, the hatha yoga classes that I both took and taught were quite different than they are today. There might have been fifty students on an outdoor platform, and we were all doing the same yoga postures, the same way. Ages 20 to 80, all different sizes and shapes, many different fitness levels, yet we were not offered any variation in the way we did our postures. Few cautions were spoken. Everyone inhaled to the count of five and exhaled to the count of five. Each student tried to perform the postures perfectly—no matter if their bodies complained. There was not a sticky mat, Lili Pad, belt, blanket, or block in sight. (See Appendix A for explanations of these yoga tools.)

During those years, I began to notice something very troubling. I was developing injuries where before there were none. My friends could do magnificent scorpion arm balances, but in private told me how painful it was to sit straight in meditation. Almost everyone had a callus or puffy bruise on the back of the neck from doing shoulder stands on a bare floor. Perhaps you might have tried yoga and experienced similar discomfort. How could yoga postures, so highly touted as vehicles of physical and mental health, cause such discomfort?

In light of these disturbing questions, I knew there had to be a better way. Some problems, I could figure out for myself. I looked at the parts of the body as if they were links of a chain. If one link was weak, it affected the whole chain.

But I could only go so far with my own limited experience and observations. At just the right time, two brilliant yoga teachers came into my life, both of whom had studied for years with the great yogi Mr. B. K. S. Iyengar. Bernard Rishi and Angela Farmer gave me new insight about bodily alignment, the use of props, and ways to help students avoid injury. They also encouraged me to find my own voice as a teacher. I began to develop the teaching style that has come to be known as “Lilias yoga,” a method that offers customized techniques and instructions for different body types and levels of fitness.

These days, many yoga teachers and reputable yoga schools are developing their own approaches to the practice based upon up-to-date information in anatomy, physiology, orthopedics, and other areas of medical science. Most good yoga teachers continually study to update their knowledge and increase their own skill. Much attention is paid to alignment, and students are instructed in safe approaches to every posture. The use of props is common to help students ease into postures, as well as to aid relaxation. As my swami from Madras predicted, over these last few decades, we have taken yoga to new levels.

This evolution has been not only in the physical realm; many Westerners are seeing how yoga also affects their spiritual, emotional, and mental selves. For me, yoga has been a journey into the many layers of Self, a profound tool for helping answer the question, “Who am I?”

I’m learning that part of getting to know yourself is being able to look at your life as both an inner and an outer journey. I picture my outer journey as horizontal—I’m walking along and I can see the horizon, and all the familiar landmarks along the way. It is what I’m doing and where I’m going. My inner journey is vertical—with no horizon, no specific goal. In this journey, I’m taking one step at a time. I don’t look backward or forward, but experience each moment. I am not doing—I am being.

The joy in the journey does not necessarily come from reaching a goal or from attaining the summit. Joy comes from what transpires along the way. Probably the most fascinating thing I’ve discovered is that my yoga journey gets better with age. My friends chide me for using the “age” word in the title of this book. But the truth is, yoga does get better with age! And—age gets better with yoga. As I’ve gotten older, my physical, emotional, and spiritual needs have changed, and in many ways, yoga has helped me through those changes. My practice of yoga has changed, too, and now more than ever, I find that it is just what I need—in my body, my mind, and my soul.

Where are you on your journey? Have you reached an age—40, 50, 60—where you’ve decided you’re going to get yourself in shape, once and for all? Or maybe you’re just curious about yoga and wanted a book that didn’t seem so targeted to thirty-somethings. Whatever your reason for picking up this book, I think you’re going to find a gentle yet powerful approach to yoga that will naturally become an integral aspect of your life.

This is a sacred instant. Yesterday is done. Tomorrow is yet to come—there is only the present holy moment. Now is the time to take the first step toward the rest of your life. May I join you on your journey? Good. And now we begin.
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PART ONE
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FROM THE HEART
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CHAPTER 1



WHAT IS LILIAS YOGA?

What is “Lilias yoga”? Folks ask me this question all the time, for good reason. Lilias yoga has appeared in TV Guide listings for years. The name originated with my television show, and as I developed my own particular style of teaching and became known for my gentle yet very effective approach, the name just stuck. Then, my first two books were Lilias, Yoga and You and Lilias, Yoga and Your Life—but honestly, there is no such thing as Lilias yoga.

In the ancient picture, no type of yoga was named after a human being (no Tom yoga, no Mary yoga, no Lilias yoga). But these days you hear all kinds of names before the word “yoga.” The practice of yoga has been handed down and taught by such luminous yogis as Holy Master Swami Sivananda, B.K.S. Iyengar, and Mataji Indra Devi. I’m sure their enthusiastic and devoted students named particular yoga styles after their teachers—the teachers themselves didn’t do it. These giants in the world of yoga all taught the same Down Dog pose. Any differences came from how the knowledge was interpreted, enhanced, and delivered.

I first began to establish the distinctive “Lilias” style of yoga in a darkened TV studio, teaching to a red light. But I never felt alone in that studio—I could always sense my unseen class. I pictured each student getting off the couch and sitting with me on the floor. Because I could not see my students, their comfort and safety in poses was always a prime concern. Going slowly through the postures, pulling them apart, and being clear about details and alignment became a style of teaching. The cameras used the body as a blackboard so the audience could see the poses and breathing from all angles. It was very important for me to explain everything I could about each pose and make sure I gave all the information needed to practice effectively and without injury. This was the beginning of Lilias yoga.

With all my talk about safety and comfort, though, I do have a confession to make. What ever possessed me to teach Headstand on television, I will never know. But I did. Talk about injury possibilities! Thank goodness, out of 500 taped yoga classes, I only once demonstrated this challenging posture. As chance would have it, that 5-minute Headstand became a very amusing moment in the classic movie Being There. Peter Sellers, in the character of Chauncey Gardiner, showed Shirley MacLaine how he had learned to stand on his head: while in bed, watching me on television. I think it’s ironic that the one Lilias yoga moment that appeared in a major movie was an example of what Lilias yoga definitely is not: difficult and risky.

To understand where Lilias yoga fits into the big picture, I want to tell you a little about a core text of yoga philosophy called the Yoga Sutra. The Yoga Sutra explains that yoga is often compared to a big tree with eight limbs or branches, each limb representing a branch of yoga. Only one of these branches is asana (posture), the type of yoga that most of us in the United States are familiar with. It is actually a very small branch of this big tree. Yet, this small branch is a household word to many millions throughout the world. Some of the other branches are pranayama (breath control), dhyana (meditation), and dharana (concentration), which I’ll also discuss in this book. Please don’t be intimidated by all these unfamiliar words! Along the way, I’ll be introducing you to Sanskrit terms, but I won’t be expecting you to remember them.

All branches of yoga seek to achieve the same final goal: enlightenment. Hatha (pronounced haht-ha) uses the body, breath, and mind, your closest natural environment, as the perfect place to begin your study of the Self. The body, with all its layers, needs to be properly prepared to handle the increased energy of other stages of yoga, such as meditation. “Ha” in Sanskrit represents the sun energy; “tha,” the lunar force. Hatha is the balancing and integration of those energies, helping them to move well throughout your body by means of the physical practice of yoga, through postures (asanas) and breathing (pranayama). Since the yoga I teach involves asana—incorporating the body, breath, and mind—it is a style of hatha yoga.

With so many “yogas” today, it’s easy to get confused, and I want you to understand exactly what I’m teaching in this book—and what I’m not. Here, I’ll describe just a few styles I am familiar with.

ANUSARA YOGA means “to step into the divine current of will.” Developed by John Friend, this is a heart-opening hatha yoga practice. It is based on the three areas of attitude, alignment, and action.

ASHTANGA YOGA was developed by Sri K. Pattabhi Jois of Mysore, India. This is a continuous flowing practice, more physically intense than some styles, to build strength of mind and body.

POWER YOGA was developed by Beryl Bender Birch and is a Western adaptation of Ashtanga yoga. It is more athletic and often done with contemporary music.

VINIYOGA acknowledges the whole person, integrating postures, breath, and philosophy. Developed by T. K. V. Desikachar, this style is renowned for its therapeutic applications for assistance in recovery from injury and illness. Poses are customized to fit the needs of the practitioner.

SIVANANDA YOGA is based on the teachings of Holy Master Swami Sivananda of Rishikesh, India. Brought to the West in 1950, this system includes postures, breathing, chanting, and meditation, along with the study of yoga as it applies to one’s life.

IYENGAR YOGA was developed by B. K. S. Iyengar of Pune, India, whose teachings are one of the most influential and well-known forms of hatha yoga. The focus is on precise alignment and subtleties within each asana. Using props helps the student adapt each pose to suit any body. To build strength, flexibility, and mind focus, the postures are held longer than they are in most traditions.

BIKRAM YOGA, known as “hot yoga,” was founded by Bikram Choudhury and is practiced in a heated room. Twenty-six hatha yoga poses are done in a specific sequence, offering the opportunity to sweat and detox the body.

All of these approaches have much in common, yet they offer a wide variety of yoga study to fit all sorts of personalities. I have taken much of my teaching style from T. K. V. Desikachar, whose Viniyoga is known for being specific to the needs of the student, particularly anyone with special physical or emotional needs.

MISCONCEPTIONS

Lilias yoga has often been misunderstood, as has the entire discipline. Lilias! Yoga and You first aired on PBS in 1972. By the mid-1980s, the series was airing daily nationwide. I loved teaching yoga on TV, but I also really enjoyed getting out and teaching in person as often as possible.

My longtime friend and yoga buddy, psychologist Richard Miller, and I decided to hold a yoga workshop together near San Francisco. Today, yoga workshops are held every weekend all across the United States. But then, in the early 1980s, there were very few. Even though my show aired daily on KQED in San Francisco, I felt very insecure about people actually coming to the workshop. Wringing my hands, I voiced these concerns and worries to Richard as we drove to the studio: “Will anyone come? What if nobody comes?” Richard, in his quiet, humorous way, quickly guided my agitated thinking to a calmer, confident level.

Finally we pulled into the parking lot. We saw dozens of cars and what seemed like multitudes of people milling around the front door.

“Richard,” I said joyously, “look at all the people who have come to take our workshop!”

As we got closer, we noticed something odd: everyone was carrying placards. They were not there to take the workshop; they were there to picket our workshop.

As we walked through the milling crowd, I peeked at the signs and leaflets being handed out. “YOGA—THE WORK OF THE DEVIL,” in bold print. “YOGIS WORSHIP THE MONKEY GOD, HANUMAN, AND THE ELEPHANT GOD, GANESHA.” It felt shocking and hurtful to come face-to-face with so many misunderstandings and outright lies about yoga.

That day, many yoga students did push through the picketers and attend our workshop. But the experience left me with more questions than answers. I knew in my bones that yoga is not the work of the devil. (I also loved the round, friendly elephant called Ganesha, whose job was to remove obstacles in life, and I felt inspired by Hanuman, so devoted to the service of God.) But I still wasn’t absolutely, positively clear about what yoga is and is not. How did yoga fit in with my Christian roots? Slowly, answers would come, as yoga concepts and truths became integral to my own personal experience, not just something I had read in a book. I will share many of these answers with you in the following chapters and show you how to come to your own conclusions as well.
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This is me practicing Upward-Facing Bow on the PBS set of Lilias! Yoga and You, 1972.

Yoga has long been associated with the Hindu religious traditions. It is true that yoga emerged from India as a set of practices with spiritual content; however, it is not married to any particular religious tradition.

Yoga means to join—the unification of two things. For some, this means joining hands to toes in a forward bend. Others understand it to mean joining the human heart with the heart of God. Either way is correct. It is a process. Whether you’re touching hands to feet or reaching for God, there must be movement. This movement is yoga.

The physical, mental, and spiritual benefits of yoga are well documented. Hatha yoga is practiced in Buddhist and Christian monasteries and convents around the world. It is also a vital part of Dr. Dean Ornish’s hospital program for reversing heart disease.

Yoga is not about adopting any particular set of beliefs but about coming to know through your own experience. It is not about blindly following anything or anyone, but it is about assisting you on your chosen path. Nothing in yoga competes with any religious pathway or system of belief. Yoga is the science and study of the Self. It is a vehicle for inner growth and development. Yoga emphasizes the doing and the practice. It can be adapted to fit every body, no matter what size, shape, age, or physical condition—all are welcome!
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CHAPTER 2



HOW YOGA VIEWS THE STAGES OF LIFE

The one-size-fits-all approach to yoga practice has never felt comfortable to me. The idea of adapting yoga to the individual, however, rather than adapting the individual to the practice, feels practical and natural. Adapting postures is not new. It is actually part of the ancient tradition of yoga, especially Viniyoga (see below). Developing and adapting a personal yoga practice means respectfully taking into consideration age, health issues, gender, capacities, and activities.

The Viniyoga approach divides one’s life into stages, like following the movements of the sun as it travels across the sky. Sunrise represents childhood; midday represents midlife; and sunset, old age.

We can also divide life into seasons, recognizing that as humans we are not only aging, we are evolving and growing until the day we take our last breath. In springtime, new life comes into being. The sultry heat of summer is a time of growth. Autumn, with its richness and ripening, feels light after the heaviness of summer. Winter is a time of maturity, of knowing, and closure. And then, finally, once again it is spring.

Each season has its own corresponding element, animal power, and gift teaching. While these may not resonate with some, I find they’re creative, poetic ways of connecting with the various aspects of the Self at this juncture of the journey. The animal power is a metaphor to help you see the most powerful and positive characteristics of this life stage, and the gift teachings represent the nuggets of wisdom we struggle to learn during this season. Whatever your age, as you read through the phases in the following pages, let each season, part of the day, element, animal power, and gift teaching flow through you.

THE FIRST PHASE

DIRECTION: East

SEASON: Spring, a time of budding, rebirth

DAY PART: Dawn

ELEMENT: Air

ANIMAL POWER: The eagle, the long view of your life

GIFT TEACHING: The power and daring to take the first step

This stage covers about the first 25 years of life. Someone in this phase enjoys a hatha yoga practice designed to promote the development of body and mind. Even young children can participate in half-hour classes that consist mostly of relaxation full of imagery. Postures can be renamed to make them friendly and easy to relate to: Cobra Pose becomes Sneaky Snake; Standing Forward Bend might be Inchworm. A fun way to approach relaxation would be to call it Melting Ice-Cream Cone.

Throughout the teens and into our 20s, we’re still in the sunrise part of life. Our practice is balanced; we find some of the “hot” or more athletic practices fun and challenging (such as Bikram or Power Yoga). People in this phase usually need to strengthen and lengthen shoulder and lower-back muscles, in hopes of avoiding the back and wrist pain that often come with a budding career and long hours of sitting at a desk. Fully experiencing proper breathing is a vital, inexpensive, portable tool for managing stress. Learning how to consciously relax can open the door to making meditation part of your life.

THE SECOND PHASE

DIRECTION: South

SEASON: Summer

DAY PART: High noon

ELEMENT: Fire

ANIMAL POWER: Mountain lion, graceful and elegant; mouse, innocence, the detailed view of your life.

GIFT TEACHING: Thy will be done

The high noon of life covers roughly the years between 25 and the 40s. This is a great time to experience all types of hatha yoga classes. In this stage, we find what’s best for us and our lifestyle. It is a challenging time of trying to squeeze a yoga practice into a busy life of carrying out household responsibilities, raising a family, paying bills, sometimes caring for aging parents. A well-structured practice can promote stability on every level. Today there are specialized classes for pregnant women, stressed-out business people, and athletes, as well as many excellent videos to strengthen the home practice.

THE THIRD PHASE

DIRECTION: West

SEASON: Autumn, colorful, beautiful change

DAY PART: Afternoon

ELEMENT: Water

ANIMAL POWER: The snake, a time of shedding, letting go

GIFT TEACHING: Yes! to life (L’Chaim in the Hebrew tradition)

I had a challenging time coming up with a day-part name for us midlife yogis. The truth is, we are somewhere between high noon and sunset. So I’ve named our day part afternoon, which covers the ages from 50 to 70-something. It is the main focus of this book.

Many midlifers are restarting their yoga practice. Today, those 50 and beyond are not what people of the same age were 100 years ago. We look, act, and feel younger, and hopefully we’re healthier than our ancestors. For some, it’s a time of new beginnings, of redefining what’s real and important in life. It can be a season of shedding, downsizing, and letting go of stuff—trinkets, emotional baggage, an outdated self-concept, or children heading off to college.

Many find this to be an unexpected era of discovery and begin to delve into the ancient question, who am I? We might feel like going inward, practicing relaxation skills on and off the mat. It’s a time to heed the inner call to get on with spiritual homework, setting aside time for meditation and spiritual reading. For women, a hatha practice to strengthen bone health and balance emotions can ease the travel through menopause. Midday men and women are often surprised and awed by their ability to progress and achieve challenging postures formerly perceived as impossible. A new sense of confidence develops.

THE FOURTH PHASE

DIRECTION: North

SEASON: Winter

DAY PART: Sunset into night

ELEMENT: Earth, snow-capped mountains of maturity

ANIMAL POWER: Buffalo, abundance, self-giving, plenty for all

GIFT TEACHING: Stillness; the giving away; nonattachment to the results of our creative actions

The sunset phase covers the senior years, roughly 70 and beyond. All our preparation for this moment pays off now. Our goal is to stay active, mentally and physically. Even though the afternoon stage of life is swiftly closing, it’s never too late to begin yoga! Progress can be dramatic: walking, gardening, and even sleep come easier.

This is a time to keep yoga practice simple and include weight-bearing postures to keep our back, hips, and legs strong. Practice getting down onto the floor from a chair, and up off the floor with the help of a chair. Practice standing tall against the wall and balancing on one foot, keeping a chair close by for help in balance. Simple balancing poses strengthen the “wobble” muscles, helping us keep our balance getting in and out of the shower or during a golf swing.

Practicing relaxation reconnects us to our natural contentment and wisdom. Pranayama, our breathing practice, becomes a powerful tool for maintaining a healthy, energetic body and clearing and quieting the mind. For those who have a feeling for it, taking time to deepen our spiritual connection through prayer and meditation becomes all-important.
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