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  PRAISE FOR


  THE FIVE TIBETANS YOGA WORKSHOP


  “It takes vision, courage and the dedication of a true seeker to travel thousands of miles to take a course she could have taken in her hometown, so I knew Susan was special from the first time we spoke. What I didn’t know was that my willing student was to become my wise teacher. I am so grateful to Susan for shining her unique light on the Five Tibetan teachings in a way that will inspire people worldwide to try these fabulous techniques and find their lives changed in positive, meaningful and significant ways. This work is important and Susan has made it accessible to everyone in this inspiring, authentic and compelling tapestry of personal stories, clear instruction and insightful wisdom that I am eager to use in all my Five Tibetan classes from now on.”


  —   ELIZABETH HARLEY, (Meramma Naia), Burghead, Scotland – Reiki Master Teacher, Ascension therapist, Five Tibetans Yoga teacher, Master Teacher of the Diana Cooper’s School


  “Discovering the Five Tibetans and contemplating the corresponding mantras helped me to acknowledge and release negative patterns of thought and behavior. This book is an enjoyable and practical guide to some very lofty ideals, and provides a guided path to personal growth and transformation.”


  —   CATHERINE DOWD, 200 RYT – Writer, Yoga Instructor, and Perpetual Student


  “I was fortunate to find out about this program a few weeks after it began. This meant I had to be okay with being behind on the info and behind on the practice! I’ve done a lot of yoga in the past, yet this approach found me at a time in my life when I was ready for its simplicity and gentleness. I have been amazed that inside of these simple 5 postures I have discovered some new possibilities for myself. The postures alone don’t get the credit, however. It’s the simple focus on things such as “vulnerability” and “surrender”. For anyone who wishes to have a deep, yet simple experience of themselves, a cleansing one, without extra hoopla, I’d recommend getting this book right away. Perhaps the power of this is the author’s own vulnerability and surrender. I’m grateful to have been guided to it.”


  —   ROBIN HOLLAND, CEO Robin Holland International


  “ The Five Tibetans Yoga Workshop provided a daily practice of discipline and meditation. The self- focus time allowed me to sit with my own contemplations and ponderings about subjects that were part of the content of the workshop. The exercise of the actual Five Tibetans provided physical discipline, and the mantras of each pose helped me expand my awareness of the impact on my body, mind, and spirit. I found the work to be profoundly intimate, calming, soothing, and deeply satisfying. Anyone who has an opportunity to read this book and/or participate in the workshop would be treating themselves to a hugely beneficial experience.”


  —   MARGO E. BEBINGER, CPCC, Leadership and Life Coach, Bigger Game Trainer, Akashic Records Practitioner
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  To Jenny and Aaron

  

  Your persistence and amazing

  resilience inspire me!


  DISCLAIMER


  The information in this book is given in good faith and is not intended to serve as a substitute for informed medical advice or care. As with all forms of physical exertion, if you have any major health concerns, you should first contact your health professional for medical advice and treatment before you start performing these exercises. Neither author nor publisher can be held liable by any person for any loss or damage whatsoever which may arise from the use of this book or any of the information therein.
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  The first lesson I learned on the path to this book is that such a venture takes a village—or an army. There may be one name on the cover, but many people contributed to the process. For a leap such as this, I needed nurture, encouragement, money, housing, and consultants for writing and yoga practice. My gratitude to the people who helped bring the book from a vision on a bench at the Berkeley Marina to the manifestation you now hold.


  To Laura and my father, who funded the two adventures in Scotland and provided the foundation for this book.


  To Alice, Vivian, and Elena, who lived with me and supported me in the “year of my discontent” while the book was coming to life within me.


  To my beloved Reiki Master/Teacher Meramma Naia, who gave me the gift of the Five Tibetans one afternoon on the floor of her sitting room in Burghead, Scotland.


  To Deborah, Lianne, Gordon, John and Alison, Caroline, and my mother, for providing housing at various times in the process.


  To Linda, Freya, Maggie, Nick, Bibi, Amy, Caroline, and Meramma – as readers of the earliest writings you helped me gain the courage and desire to move forward.


  To the people in the Findhorn community who offered me friendship and connection.


  To my writing coach, Harula Ladd – your guidance in the beginning and the connection you arranged with Sabine created the foundation for the success of the project.


  To my editor, Sabine Weeke – thank you for seeing the potential in that rudimentary proposal and for trusting me with the project.


  To the original Five Tibetans Workshop group at the Lauvitel Lodge in La Danchere, Venosc, France: Caroline, Maggie, Nick, Pat, and Peter – thank you for your love and commitment. You helped bring the Five Tibetans to life.


  To Paula and Hillsborough (NC) Yoga and Healing Arts – thank you for providing space and advertisement for the Five Tibetans Workshop Preview in the US.


  To the final reading group: Bibi, Maggie, Nick, and Catherine – thank you for being my support system at the end. You read chapters for a month, stayed with me, and gave me a sense of connection and continuity while so many things were shifting under me. Thank you for your pure expression of friendship.


  To Catherine Dowd – you were not only the yoga consultant but also took on the job of chief editor at the end. Thank you for your commitment to excellence.


  To Laura and Beth – thank you for your tireless work to create the website platform for me and the book.


  I am sure there are others. It has been such an amazing leap. Thank you all for your parts.
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  Iwas a few days shy of turning 50 years old. I had just climbed 35 feet of ladder and tree studs up a giant California redwood and had hoisted myself onto a platform about two feet square. I lay there, sprawled across the tiny wooden deck like a bear splayed over a tree limb—my legs spread apart and my arms grabbing hold of the far edges of my refuge. I spent several seconds catching my breath and willing myself to crawl to my feet, grateful that the redwood was there to hold onto. Ahead of me was a walk along an eight-foot-long, two-by-six plank suspended in thin air. I knew that once I had conquered that challenge, I would be jumping into space, trying to grab a tiny triangle hanging several meters away. My reward? A fall of more than 30 feet, with nothing to trust in but the harness and four of my peers on the other end of the belay ropes.


  I think back to that moment and wonder what I was thinking. Or if I was thinking. I know I was petrified. My heart was beating out of my chest. My limbs were frozen to the platform, my face pressed tightly against the cool wooden surface. My friends were looking on from below, championing my rise from my prostrate pose. I wanted to complete the challenge. I would have also settled for being saved by some unseen force and taken gently back down to the ground. While my faith was great, I figured such an immaculate rescue was not a viable option.


  Challenge courses provide out-of-the-ordinary circumstances to allow participants to experience extraordinary parts of themselves. These challenges in the trees also model real life. Hard climbs and long falls. Fear and self-doubt. Acts of courage while the people we love look on in awe and sometimes horror. Inspiration and devastation. Failure and success.


  I ultimately got up, hugged the tree, walked the plank, and leapt. The event is aptly named the Lion’s Leap. I was met by my friends who gently helped put my feet onto the soft, needle-covered floor of the redwood forest and disconnected my harness from the belay ropes. In that moment there was relief and exhaustion and a welling of tears. I had done it. I had jumped. I had trusted. I had been caught.


  I did not know then how closely those moments were going to script the next several years of my life. Originally, a classroom science teacher, university professor, and charter school developer and director, I took a leap out of the mainstream and became a life coach and a high ropes facilitator in 2006. There have been many breath-taking moments since. I lived and worked in France for three years. I hiked with and taught children in the hills of Northern California. I saw my grandson in the first second of his life in this world.


  There were also attention-getting moments. Dissolution of relationships. An affair. Persistent unemployment. The illness and death of a long-time friend. Financial instability. Homelessness. I say “attention-getting” because each of those events required something in me that was either lying dormant or lacking altogether. Audacious authenticity. Valuing myself beyond some artificial monetary mark. Letting go of anger and resentment. Not attaching in relationships. Looking deeply within myself, my motivations, and my habits for the ragged edges that needed smoothing and the little dark spots that needed washing away. I had lived a half-century, had helped numerous children and teachers find their way. Now, it seemed, it was time to shine the light on my own darkest corners.


  On the platform of the Lion’s Leap, as in every high challenge course event, the most important step is the first one. That first step leads you to the second and third, and so on. The first step is where you give yourself full permission to be absolutely terrified—and do it anyway. I find real life to be this way, too. You say to yourself, “This is crazy.” Your friends and family may say the same thing. You wonder if you are up to it. Can I really make that leap? What happens if I fall?


  For me, one of those real-life first steps was following guidance I received in a meditation. I was to seek a teacher and be trained as a Reiki Master. I had no money or real job or place to live at the time I received that message. I took a walk out on the plank of faith and one beautiful fall day in 2011, I packed my 65-liter knapsack, got on a plane, and went to Scotland to begin an intensive apprenticeship with a woman I had never met in a place I had never heard of.


  My (now beloved) teacher, Meramma Naia, lived in the little seaside village of Burghead, a few miles from the mystical intentional community known as Findhorn. In addition to our work with Reiki, she offered me instruction in the “Five Tibetans,” a legendary set of yoga-like postures touted as the “ancient secret of the fountain of youth” and ascribed with powers of everything from balancing the chakras to setting back the hands of time. I learned the Five Tibetans on the floor of her sitting room, just across the road from the rolling tides and bottlenose dolphins of the North Sea. I practiced the postures every day in the early morning darkness of my little room at the Savitri, a B & B in Findhorn Park.


  The Five Tibetans has a world-wide following. If you do an internet search for “Five Tibetans,” hundreds of videos, websites, and commentaries will pop up. Evidently, even Dr. Oz does the Five Tibetans! The focus of a majority of those productions is exercise, a perfectly reasonable aspiration considering the number of positive health effects that have been linked to a regular practice of the Five Tibetans. I am now more comprehensively fit than I was when I worked out at the gym three times a week. Participants in our Five Tibetans Workshops have reported significant physical benefits, including reduction in chronic back pain, increased balance, and relief from asthma symptoms. Several pages of similar testimonials occur at the start of Peter Kelder’s book, The Ancient Secrets of the Fountain of Youth. There is no doubt that regular practice of these five postures can enhance the physical body.


  Over time, however, I discovered that the “mystery” of the Five Tibetans was not in doing repetitions of each posture every day; rather, the transformative power lay in the mantras and contemplations originally taught to me by my Teacher and, more recently, the ones I reconstructed for my own practice.


  When I began participating in Hatha yoga classes while writing this book, my teacher told us that her yogi had said, “Yoga without breathing is just gymnastics.” I immediately understood that statement’s parallel with the Five Tibetans: The Five Tibetans without meditation is just exercise. While the exercise will be good for your body, the meditative practice can change your life.


  Meeting Nonattachment and Nonpermanence


  My time in Scotland also led me to consider other ways of thinking about what I expect from life and the stories I tell myself about my past. My teacher had learned the Five Tibetans from Dekyi-Lee Oldershaw, a former Buddhist nun who had studied with a Tibetan Buddhist Master. As I received the poses from my teacher, I was also taught corresponding elements and chakras, as well as the delusions that cause suffering. This was my first substantive exposure to Buddhist philosophy.


  Upon my return to the United States, I began to read the works of the venerable Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh. Just as the Five Tibetans became my daily meditation partners, Hanh’s book You Are Here became the voice that directed my inward steps in those first months after returning from Scotland. I read the little yellow paper back from cover to cover at least four times in the year that followed. It became the symbolic artifact of my year as a spiritual “wanderer.” Although I was unaware of it in the beginning, I was in desperate need of hearing the things Hanh offered in his compassionate yet direct way. Many of the concepts from You Are Here will filter into this book. I took the guidance from this gentle monk in the same way I take just about any lesson: I went kicking and screaming. But I also listened. I considered how different the concepts he laid before me were from my own world view. I heard the possibility that things manifest when the conditions are right and do not manifest when the conditions are not right. I learned how to be with my pain as though it were my own precious infant and to believe that the “garbage” of my life can be the “compost” that nourishes the next remarkable part of my path. I worked to extinguish a way of thinking that caused me to see some parts of myself as “bad” and other parts as “good.” I am still processing.


  Likely, the biggest “Aha!” on that spiritual journey in Buddhist literature was the all-too-obvious reality that everything changes. Nothing is permanent. I am guaranteed nothing—not even my next breath. I know this at some level but tend to try to ignore the truth of it. Once I got my head around the concept of nonpermanence, I was hit square on with the accompanying reality of its close partner, nonattachment. Simply put, not only can I not expect anything to stay the way it is but I cannot hold onto anything, either. It was a spiritual one-two punch straight to the solar plexus. It took my breath away and shook my sense of security.


  I don’t know about you, but I believe nonpermanence and nonattachment have to be the hardest concepts of reality we mortals are forced to accept. I want my relationships to last forever. I don’t want my friends to die. I don’t want to move time and time again. I not only expect things to stay the same but I am shaken to my very core when they do not. Over time, though, I have accepted change as a necessity. I am finding it easier to open my hands and heart to let things go with less grasping and misery. I am not yet an expert at it, but I am more aware of the times I am resisting the flow of “what is.”


  In many ways, the concepts of nonpermanence and nonattachment are the real teachers in this book. As you read through the chapters that follow, I invite you to explore these realities, both in the world around you and within your own heart and life. Each metaphor from nature or story of my own personal resistance has a built-in connection to the need to accept change and let go of the things and ideas that keep us separated from our best selves and our highest service. Linked with the physical activity of the Five Tibetans and the meditations on the mantras, your ongoing contemplations of nonpermanence and nonattachment will bring about a shift in your expectations which, in turn, will be accompanied by a modification in your thoughts and actions. When you are willing to shift your thinking and your actions, healing and transformation can come streaming in like morning light through an east-facing window.


  The purpose of this book is to support your courageous acts of looking deeply and mindfully at the actions and attitudes that create pain in your life, and to coach you forward on the path of living more fully with increased gratitude and joy. The stage for that important work will be a daily practice of the Five Tibetan yogas and contemplation of the accompanying chakras and mantras.


  I have titled the book a “workshop” because it is my desire that you will see this as a safe place to tinker with, repair, and build … you. Each time you go into the book to read a chapter, visualize yourself walking out the back door of an old farmhouse and heading for the quiet confines of the little workshop down by the pasture. Go in, close the door, gather your tools, and unpack your personality wares and past mistakes. Take stock of your relationship to the concepts of nonpermanence and nonattachment. Take time to consider your attachments. Commit yourself to the work of your own healing and wholeness. I feel confident that when you leave the workshop, you will be well on your way to transforming the behaviors and concepts that are not serving you, and ready to take on ways of thinking and being that can set you free to enjoy a life of intimacy and connection as well as expansiveness and authenticity.


  The book is divided into three parts. In Part I, you will get “outfitted” for the journey ahead. You will learn about the Five Tibetan yogas, explore descriptions of the chakras and elements that will be part of the mantras, and get a brief introduction to the stars of the show, i.e., the grasping and healing behaviors. In Part II, you will be led through the five grasping behaviors and their connections to the Five Tibetans and to your life and relationships. In these chapters, you will be asked to explore the ways confusion, resentment, doubt, fear, and miserliness are impacting the choices you make and the life you are constructing. Each of the five chapters will begin with a story taken from a natural setting or my own experience, as a way to create a metaphor for you to carry out of the “workshop” and to use for greater awareness in your daily life. Part III offers the antidotes to the grasping behaviors—actions that can bring healing and wholeness and a greater sense of connection to yourself and to the world. As you complete the journey, you will be encouraged to contemplate the impact your commitment to awareness, vulnerability, surrender, authenticity, and connection can have on your sense of self and on your relationships.


  In essence, this book is a spiritual workshop between two covers. When I say the word “work,” my mind automatically hears my young grandson, Ben, say, “I have wuk to do!” I assume he hears that from his parents, but the sweet chirp of his voice and his toddler’s semi-lisp make it an irresistible statement. I find myself repeating it, adding the rise in pitch on the word, “wuk” as he does. There is work to do. To heal the results of the hurts and disappointments that have come your way. To open your heart to greater love and compassion for yourself and others. To create a confidence and peace that will allow you to stride out into your world and your relationships with greater joy. Yes, there will be some ease and flow. Yes, there is also work to do. It is a courageous act; there is no harder job on the planet than standing steady and taking a look inside at all those layers we have constructed over the years. You are here today because you believe it is time to do that work. You have been led to this perfect place at this perfect time for your perfect healing. Welcome to your workshop!


  
    Part I


    Preparing

  


  The Journey Begins
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  It was not quite 7 o’clock on a mid-September Sunday morning in the East Bay. I rode my bicycle from the apartment, along the designated bike route, and down to the Berkeley Marina. As it was still early, I was one of only a few people in a place that would soon become crowded with walkers and animal lovers, cyclists and kite flyers. I coasted to a familiar spot directly across the bay from the Golden Gate Bridge. The air was crisp, the sky blue, and the water choppy in the ever-present wind coming over from the Pacific Ocean.


  I was there on this day to ponder what was to become of me. My live-in relationship had just ended abruptly. Out of work and with no prospects to support myself immediately, I had been forced to ask my father for money for the first time in my adult life. I had no idea where I was going or what I would be doing.


  I approached the two benches in front of me, looking first to the one on the left where I usually sat meditating, views of the water, San Francisco, the bridge, and the “hills” of Sausalito before me. But this day, I turned and moved toward the bench to my right. As I took off my helmet and settled down on the wooden surface beaded with condensation from the morning fog, I noticed a brass plate in the center of the back of the bench. Printed on a plaque dedicated to a woman named Harriet Shaffer was a quote attributed to Helen Keller:


  “Security is mostly a superstition.

  It does not exist in nature.

  Life is a daring adventure, or nothing.”


  I sat on that bench that morning and cried and wrote and prayed. By the time I got back on my bike to cycle to the house that would no longer be my home, I knew what I was going to do. The message had been clear. Write the book. I would be going back to Scotland, back to my teacher and the people I had met a year earlier, to write the book I had intended to write in the year I had been in Berkeley—a book that lived in my heart, but like a too-large shard of glass had just not made its way out of me and onto pages.


  Thirty minutes later, I arrived at the apartment. I walked in the door and said, “I am going to Scotland to write my book.” I felt immense freedom and possibility.There was an adventure before me! I held my arms out to allow my wings to unfold and felt the soaring begin.


  CHAPTER 1


  The Five Tibetan Yogas
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  While writing this book, I had the opportunity to do a Five Tibetans Workshop at a yoga studio in North Carolina. As we gathered in the building’s foyer, a man entered, looked around, and asked where the “five Tibetans” were. It became something of a joke as the afternoon went along. He had, perhaps, expected to find five monastic monks in their robes and regalia ready to teach him yoga. Instead he found me: a middle-aged woman in black stretch pants and a T-shirt. While this story will later be expanded to include a tale of stage fright and smallness, for the present it serves to introduce the namesake of our workshop. The Five Tibetans are not a “who”; they are a “what.”


  The Five Tibetans are legendary yoga-like postures that were reportedly part of the daily practice of monastic monks in Tibet, who performed the five exercises to balance the energy of the chakras and to enhance vigor and vitality. The history of the Five Tibetans is as much lore as it is truth.


  In 1939, an American by the name of Peter Kelder published a small book called The Eye of Revelation (later re-released as The Ancient Secret of the Fountain of Youth), in which he gave accounts of his experiences with a retired British army officer he referred to as Colonel Bradford. Colonel Bradford, as the story goes, had been a physically debilitated man in his sixties when he had disappeared with his walking cane into the wilds of Tibet searching for what he had been told was the ancient fountain of youth. I appreciated Kelder’s assessment of Colonel Bradford’s physical status at that time: “Like so many other men, Colonel Bradford had become old at the age of 40 and had not grown any younger.”


  As Kelder spins the tale about the colonel’s discovery of a set of exercises he called “The Rites of Rejuvenation,” we are led to believe that doing the five exercises on a daily basis can, quite literally, set back the aging process. Whether these five exercises or rites or yoga postures originated in a Tibetan monastery or not, they are now practiced by people all over the world. In this chapter you will learn the basic poses of the Five Tibetans and ways to make them the core of your daily personal practice. I imagine you will have questions about particulars as you read through this chapter. If so, I invite you to visit the Five Tibetans Workshop website (www.5tibetansworkshop.com), where you will find videos, information, and a blog designed to help you as you move along on your journey.


  Please remember, as with all forms of physical exertion, if you have any major health concerns, you should not perform these yogas without first securing the advice of your medical/holistic practitioner.


  The Five Tibetans and Hatha Yoga


  I will refer to the Five Tibetans as yoga poses in this book; however, they differ from the yoga you may have done in yoga studios in several ways. First, the Five Tibetans do not have names; they are simply called First, Second, and so on. You may recognize aspects of the poses you performed in yoga class in the Five Tibetans, but I will primarily refer to them by their numbers.


  The second practical difference between the Five Tibetans and Hatha yoga is that rather than holding a pose for an extended time, Tibetans Two to Five are performed as a series of rhythmic repetitions. The First Tibetan, as you will see, is an outlier of sorts but is still executed as a set of repetitions. Newcomers to the Five Tibetans generally begin with three repetitions of each of the poses. As you continue your practice, you will add repetitions until you reach the suggested number of 21. The length of time you hold a pose will depend on your personal goals.


  The third distinction between the Five Tibetans and Hatha yoga is found in the timing of the inhalations and exhalations of the breath. In each repetition of a Five Tibetan posture, you will inhale as you “fold” and exhale as you relax back into the start position. This pattern of breathing is opposite to that of Hatha yoga, where the exhalation occurs on the “fold.” In her book Chakra Workout: Balancing the Chakras with Yoga, Mary Horsley proposes that the reason for this shift in the pattern of the breath “concentrates the energy in the Sushumna, the body’s principal nadi, or meridian, which connects all the chakras” (p.124). This explanation is plausible, given that balancing the chakras and increasing the speed of their spins was the reason Colonel Bradford gave for the monks’ performance of the Five Tibetan “rites” in the monasteries.


  I want to make a request at this point in our relationship: that you do not approach the Five Tibetans as an exercise program. I ask that, because I, as a former gym enthusiast, understand that exercise programs may have a different focus and culture than seem fitting for the Five Tibetans. Exercise programs can spur feelings of competitiveness and self-aggrandizement. When you take on a daily practice of the Five Tibetans, you are not in competition with yourself or anyone else. The practice is not meant to be about seeing how many repetitions can be done in how little time.


  Performing the Five Tibetans, as with any yoga, is about a balance of mind and body and spirit. I consider my daily experience with the poses to be sacred. My mat, then, is a sacred space where I treat the Five Tibetans like my closest friends and confidants. They have been with me during difficult and growth-producing times. I guarantee if you stick with them, you will feel your body increase in strength and stamina. And I encourage you to allow the process to proceed gently, from a place of spirit and balance and love.


  The Rest Poses


  Between each set of each of the Five Tibetans you will move into a rest pose. The purpose of the rest pose is to regain the rhythm of your breath and to meditate on the mantra. In Hatha yoga, these are known as restorative poses. I will speak more about the rest poses as we move onward in the journey, but will include a short description of each one here.


  The First, Third, and Fifth Tibetans are followed by the Hatha yoga pose known as Child’s Pose. In Child’s Pose, you kneel on the mat, sit back on your feet, and bend your torso over so that your chest is on your thighs or on the mat. You may choose to put your feet together and spread your knees toward the edges of the mat or to hold your legs parallel to one another.


  When you first bend into the pose, put your arms out in front of your head and feel the stretch in your back and shoulders. When you are ready, pull your arms back along the sides of your body and let your forehead rest on the mat. You may rest your head on a pillow or a yoga block if your head does not easily reach the floor. Allow your hands to relax and your palms to face upward.


  Breathe deeply as you hold this pose. Notice your breathing and remain in the pose until your breath has become relaxed and rhythmic. As the parasympathetic nervous system kicks in, you may experience a slight sigh or shudder signaling that you have, indeed, achieved a state of relaxation.
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