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What people are saying about


108 Steps to God


Some books are like textbooks for life – filled with such nuggets of wisdom and invaluable advice that you highlight favorite sentences to refer back to for guidance, inspiration and hope. This is one of those books; an intensely personal account of Anne-Marie Newland’s experiences and the myriad lessons she has learned. Candid, witty and enlightening, Anne-Marie doesn’t pretend to have all the answers to life’s mysteries, but she is generous, insightful and sincere about the revelations she has gained through her magical yoga practice.


This is a book everyone can benefit from. It speaks to me as a Buddhist, a working woman and as a mother. Some people have an ability to touch others profoundly with their writing because they’re so scrupulously honest with themselves. Anne-Marie is blessed with this gift – she is a true Teacher.


Julie Peasgood, TV & stage actress and Buddhist
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Preface


This book is about God’s Jokes. You know, the ones the Divine laughs at while you pick yourself up out of the gutter again. This is my personal view of those Jokes, how I dealt with them and what made me get up and carry on. I include my family as well as my work and I am certain some of these dark tales will resonate with you.
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God never sends suffering. Never. It is never ‘God’s will’ that we should suffer. God would like us not to suffer. But since the world brings suffering, and since God refuses to use His almighty power and treat us as foolish children, He aligns Himself with us, goes into Auschwitz with us, is devastated by 9/11 with us, and draws us with Him through it all into fulfillment. This is a high price to pay for our human freedom, but it is worth it. To be mere automatons for whom God arranges the world to cause us no suffering would mean we never have a Self. We could not make choices.


–Sister Wendy Beckett








Foreword




If, of thy mortal goods, thou art bereft,


And from thy slender store two loaves alone to thee are


left,


Sell one and from the dole,


Buy Hyacinths to feed the soul.


–Muslih-uddin Sadi, 13th Century Persian Poet


OM





When Anne-Marie asked me to write a forward for her new book, I was flattered, touched – and just a bit puzzled as to what to write. So, I thought I’d start with an offering of my favorite poem.


Anne-Marie warned me in advance that her book was ‘unusual’ – and knowing Anne-Marie, I had no doubt that it would be. She said that it dealt with some pretty radical concepts: motherhood, divorce, struggles, etc.


I have known Anne-Marie since 1983 when she came to work with Swami Vishnu Devananda in London, when she was a serious fashionista and rockette! I know that she has faced all the obstacles that she speaks about in her book – not only confronted them, but accepted the challenges with a smile. She has let her challenges make her stronger – and she has always passed that strength on to her students.


The real radicalness of Anne-Marie’s book is that it is full of suggestions that could cause a real inner foment. Reading them reminded me of the title of a book by the Indian philosopher J. Krishnamurti The Only Revolution – he was referring to meditation.


The suggestions of this book ask us to let go of many of our pet preconceptions and to take responsibility for our own lives. While presenting them in a painless way, Anne-Marie is inviting us to overthrow our attachments to our weaknesses. Her suggestions are in keeping with those of Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita (6.23) when he defines Yoga as the cutting of the connection to pain.


Sometimes when I’m teaching philosophy to yoga teachers, I hear a student mention the ‘8-steps of yoga’. I always stop her to clarify this common misnomer of the Sanskrit word anga. It would be more correct to render the word as ‘limb’ or ‘part’. I’m mentioning this, not to be pedantic, but because as I was reading Anne-Marie’s impassioned book, I realized that her 108 steps are not actually steps, because steps are things that you climb in a particular order – and hopefully take one at a time.


In reality, Anne-Marie has provided us with 108 viable paths. You can take them in any order – or just take one and use it as an inspiration for your continued practice.


In my forty years of teaching yoga and meditation, I’ve found that people want someone to take away their bad habits, but really all they need to do is give them up. They wish for patience, but don’t realize that it comes as the result of tribulations. They dream of happiness, but the decision to be happy is up to them.


My hope is that you will choose at least one of Anne-Marie’s dynamic suggestions – and really use it! If you do, I’m sure that you will find that you have arrived at a more peaceful and joyful life.


With prayers and best wishes.


Swami Saradananda
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Swami Saradananda is an internationally renowned yoga and meditation teacher who has inspired thousands of people to practice.


For 26 years, she worked with the International Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centers and directed their facilities in New York, London, New Delhi and the Himalayas. After an extended period of personal practice in the Himalayas in 2001, she was ‘author in residence’ at the Peacemaker Community in Western Massachusetts, and she then went on to direct yoga and meditation retreat Haus Yoga Vidya, just outside of Cologne, Germany.


Swami Saradananda teaches yoga worldwide, leads pilgrimages to India and writes extensively.


She is also a trustee of the Ganga Prem Hospice, a charity that is seeking to build a cancer hospice in Rishikesh, North India.





A Note from the Author


The Courage to Break Out


I was born in Kirkuk, Iraq, in 1955. My Father was Iraqi, and his parents, my grandparents, were Armenian. My Mother was English, with Scottish and Portuguese roots. I was born into the Syrian Orthodox faith and am comfortable with both my faith and my Yoga Philosophy. I am familiar with incense, candles and chanting; I heard them each day when I went to church with my Grandmother in Baghdad. I used to feel safe kneeling at her side, watching as those around us became silent, still and luminescent, with what I now know is the Wisdom and Light of Faith.


I was exiled with my family in 1960, leaving behind my Father: a political prisoner of the despotic regime in power at the time, still known as the Baath party of the late Saddam Hussein.


My life has been blessed with four children, has been brutal, exotic, challenging, frightening, overwhelming, deeply passionate and exhilarating. I have done things people only dream about and experienced things people would hope never to experience, even in their worst nightmares.


‘Serious’ Yoga came into my life as an epiphany in 1983 after practicing Hatha Yoga without the Spiritual parts that make Yoga what it is: the Mind, the Body and the Breath.


The first yoga class I attended was with my late Mother in 1972. She had been practicing for some time, starting at home by watching the ground breaking Lynn Marshall in an all-in-one lycra body suit, on television. We still have a long-playing LP with Lynn talking through the basics of a Yoga practice, and I’m sure I still have my Mother’s purple lycra leotard, too!


I lived at a boarding school in Tring back then, having been given a scholarship to study ballet. While I was home in Leicester, my Mother suggested I try her yoga class to keep supple during the long holidays. We went along to the YMCA and I placed myself in the shadows to keep out of view of the teacher. As a ballet dancer I was very flexible and teachers loved to use me as an example. I hated that so I slunk into the darkest recess.


Well, the experience of that first yoga class almost put me off for life! Not only were the women wearing lycra all-in-ones but so were the men! Their beer bellies thrust forward like peacocks. And no one warned me about how noisy it could be; I thought Yoga was quiet and calming!


My Mother lay down near me on a towel – no yoga mats in those days. As the teacher took us through the basics, the women and men were breaking wind randomly, and with pride and vigor, all around the class! I was horrified. I was only sixteen for heaven’s sake and breaking wind was something to be avoided at all cost. I looked at my Mother in shock and disapproval.


Putting on her best Queen Elizabeth accent, Mom said, “Better out than in!”


That was the last Yoga I did until 1976 and even then I entered the class with trepidation!


Many years have passed since then and I realize now that I felt similar to lots of people who think Yoga is for the middle-aged and is slow, consists mostly of lying around and is some sort of weird cult or is only for celebrities, plus, you have to be a contortionist in order to do it! The good news is, things have changed dramatically. Yoga is out of the closet and in the mainstream.


Like anything that achieves celebrity status, fame can also mean a loss of something, and for me this loss was in the areas of integrity, knowledge, vocation, true meaning and depth, and as a path for the spiritual aspirant. These were the metaphorical ‘babies’ thrown out, together with the ‘OM’ mantra, in the bath water. This is where I feel so privileged to know that the training I had and my introduction to Yoga was both authentic and old school.


I am old school; there is no doubt about it. I still believe in teachers. I believe the student needs commitment and discipline from that teacher. I don’t mean corporal punishment, but to learn self-discipline. Yoga is a step toward that self-discipline. There is an expression that says that the student searches for the teacher and that the teacher will arrive when the time is right.


For myself, that is a profound statement and one that is nothing but a truth.


In 1976 I was going through one of the most difficult and emotionally challenging times of my life thus far. It was the summer of the 1976 heat wave. People were on the streets trying to keep cool, hoses were out to keep the children’s temperature down and it was such fun. London was buzzing with an outdoor life a long time before there were street cafes to go to.


I was in love and in pain. By 1977 I had no money, nowhere to live, a family who were very poor and no one who could help. I had troubles I could not share with anyone. I walked over to the library in Stoke Newington. Since childhood I had found solace in books and in the silence of the buildings. Books jumped out at me. The first time I remember this happening, I was nine years old and in my local library. That time it was a text that would determine how I looked after my skin, my body, and would help me develop my own perception of beauty.


This day was no different. I never seemed to know exactly how or when, but suddenly, with little recollection, I had a book in my hands. I turned it over. It was an unfamiliar title, austere and serious: Hatha Yoga by T. Bernard. Of course, this little book, with sepia pictures of Bernard in what seemed impossible shapes, is now recognized as a torch, lighting the way for the Western Yogi and has been reprinted. I would like to apologize to Islington Library for never returning their copy on the 17th May 1977 when it was due back!


That book saved me that summer. No matter the drama happening in my personal life, I got up each day to practice these strange shapes, called Asana, with my body. They were vaguely reminiscent of the shapes my Mother’s class had adopted, but the energy and the intent behind them were far more powerful. I read about meditation, breathing and mental focus. It was this that had been the missing key. I sought out a local yoga class and found an Iyengar one running at the local adult education center. That teacher was Maxine Tobias. She was, and still is, an exponent of Iyengar strength, technique and severe alignment. I enjoyed the classes and remembered that a man called Iyengar had been in the UK in 1976, taking workshops, and I read many years later that Eric Schiffmann was there and had met with a punch on the chin from Iyengar when he dropped his chin while in warrior pose! Traditional Yoga can be very harsh. The West has tempered this harshness, as most people find it difficult to deal with, but as a ballet dancer this strict discipline was normal to me.


I was used to being physically abused as a ballet dancer, and the nature of my Iyengar classes were sometimes similar to the stress I felt then—strict alignment and super postures—but my heart was not in it. My body was a piece of art, a sculpture that had been worked on since I was six years old. It didn’t feel as though it was mine. It was a tool and instrument but I didn’t exist within it. Yoga began to lose its hold on me and I was disappointed but wasn’t sure why. Why was it that the practice didn’t hold me, not like the book I had read? What was missing? Had I still not understood what Yoga was?
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