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With breath, body, and mind 
I send my heart along with these words. 
May all who read them awaken from forgetfulness, and, 
realizing the true nature of no separate self, 
transcend the path of fear, sorrow, and anxiety. 
May all beings be free.
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 FOREWORD



I LIKE TO KEEP INFORMED about my various fields of interest, especially the yoga tradition, but few of hundreds of publications that cross my desk each year succeed in holding my attention for long. Now and then, however, the weekly influx of books and manuscripts includes a work that is truly worthwhile and captivates me. Frank Jude Boccio’s Mindfulness Yoga is such a work.

I am happy about this for two reasons. First, this book addresses a subject matter that is important and timely, and second, I have had the pleasure of Frank Jude’s recent participation in the first seven-hundred-hour teacher-training program offered by Yoga Research and Education Center. His quiet presence, unobtrusive service, and thoughtful observations contributed significantly to the quality of our program, and I have since come to value him as a heartfelt Dharma brother. When he asked me to write this foreword, I happily agreed to do so.

It makes sense in a foreword to a book such as this to begin with some personal remarks. When, at the age of fourteen, I discovered the incredibly rich world of yoga, I knew I had found my spiritual home. Three or four years later, it became obvious to me that I should and indeed would dedicate my personal and professional life to exploring yoga’s ancient heritage. I wrote my first book—on yoga, of course—at the age of nineteen, and since then have authored many more on this and related subjects. At that time, I also encountered Buddhism for the first time and was impressed with the formidable clarity and perceptiveness of the  Buddha’s Dharma and came to hold Buddha and his teaching in the highest esteem. Yet I turned to Hindu yoga for my practice and study, because I felt that it would be more accessible for a budding scholar/writer/practitioner like myself.

In the early 1970s, after having worked intensively with Hindu yoga, I translated a couple of books on Buddhism from English into German and vice versa. It was not until 1994, however, that I encountered more incisively the world of Buddhist yoga—in theory and practice—in the form of Tibetan Vajrayana. From that moment on, I have thought deeply about the relationship between Hindu and Buddhist spirituality, which also is one of the focal points of Frank Jude’s work.

In my view, Hinduism and Buddhism are not so much religions as great cultural complexes born on the Indian subcontinent that have yogic (spiritual) practice at their core. Hence it is appropriate to speak of a Hindu yoga and a Buddhist yoga. In fact, Vajrayana Buddhism presents itself openly as a form of yoga and, like Hinduism, occasionally even calls its male adepts yogins (or in Tibetan, naljor). Thus the contemporary distinction between yoga (generally narrowly understood to be posture practice) and Buddhism is a false and unconstructive dichotomy. Without blurring the differences between Hindu and Buddhist spirituality, it makes sense to apply the label “yoga” to both of them. This has the advantage of emphasizing important common ground between them, not least in the dimension of moral practice but also in the higher stages of the path. I was happy to notice that Frank Jude, a Buddhist yoga practitioner like myself, has adopted a similar viewpoint.

For over thirty-five years, my focus has been on building bridges between India and the West—bridges across which fellow Westerners could travel to gain greater access to India’s marvelous wisdom teachings. Few people know that yoga began arriving at our Western shores since the time of the ancient Greeks; and since the epochal presentations by Swami Vivekananda at the 1893 Parliament of Religions in Chicago, the migration of Indian wisdom into Europe, America, and also Australia and New Zealand has been steadily accelerating. Today we have the curious phenomenon of highly skilled Western teachers returning the gift of yoga (at least in the form of the postures of hatha yoga) to India’s middle class—one of the signs of a growing coalescence between the global hemispheres.

Buddhist yoga was also represented at the Parliament of Religions, in the noble figures of the fiery Ceylonese Anagarika Dharmapala and Japanese Zen master Soyen Shaku among others. The latter, incidentally, had for his translator the young D. T. Suzuki, who was destined  to become one of the spiritual heroes of the mid-twentieth century. Both masters subsequently succeeded in attracting a sizable American following and in doing so prepared the ground for the open-armed reception in America and other Western countries of Tibetan Buddhism in the aftermath of the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950. Today there are said to be some two to three million Buddhist practitioners and as many as fifteen to twenty million yoga practitioners in the United States alone. As for the latter group, most of its members understand and practice yoga as a health and fitness regimen rather than for inner growth and spiritual upliftment.

There is, however, an encouraging trend to engage yoga more seriously, that is to say, as a lifestyle that embraces the high spiritual ideal of self-transcendence and spiritual awakening. Yoga is a potent transformative discipline and, if practiced authentically and with the requisite dedication, it can bring about inner change even at the entry level of posture practice that is the focus of the majority of its Western practitioners. By activating the parasympathetic nervous system, the hatha yoga postures (asanas) can—and have traditionally been intended to—serve as portals to the spiritual aspects of the yogic process. They introduce practitioners to the experience of deep relaxation, especially when combined with conscious breathing, and from there it is but a small step to meditation. The meditative mind, in turn, can effect deep-level changes in a person’s self-image, understanding of the world, and relationship to life. Hence meditation is at the heart of almost all yogic paths.

The great yogic traditions of India can be considered as the precious distillate of millennia of meditation and spiritual work. They clearly have much to teach us, and therefore a careful study (svadhyaya) of the teachings of yoga in whatever form has always been an integral component of yogic practice. It is of course possible to teach oneself through trial and error over a long period of time, but why run the risk of frustration and ultimate failure when we can benefit from the knowledge and wisdom of earlier practitioners whose efforts bore fruit? We can spare ourselves a great deal of disappointment by appreciating the superlative importance of “right view” from the outset of our spiritual journey. When visiting a new town, it surely helps to have a good road map at hand. At the beginning, we might not even have a clear notion of our destination, as sometimes our deepest feelings and motivations are hidden from us. Conscientious study of the traditional teachings of yoga not only can awaken the spiritual impulse in us but also can point us in the right direction.

Frank Jude’s Mindfulness Yoga is a valuable road map, a study guide, for those wanting to tap into yoga’s full potential and discover all the inner resources necessary to live a  meaningful and happy life. Mindfulness Yoga also is an admirable bridge-building effort, which will help bring together the now artificially separated camps of Hindu yoga and Buddhist yoga practitioners East and West. This eminently practical work clearly demonstrates the large area of overlap between these two traditions, though without brushing aside the significant theoretical and practical differences that undoubtedly exist. As such, this book belongs to the most sensitive “interfaith,” “interreligious,” or, as I would put it, “intertraditional” dialogue and contributes to mutual understanding and tolerance between Hinduism and Buddhism. What makes it so valuable is that its author’s perspective is solidly informed by his sincere personal practice of both Buddhist yoga (notably mindfulness practice) and Hindu yoga (notably posture practice and breath control). Whatever conflict people imagine exists between these two great yogic approaches, Frank Jude’s life and his writings show that it is possible to integrate them and benefit from their combined strength.


Mindfulness Yoga dispels a number of misconceptions about both Buddhist and Hindu yoga and contains down-to-earth advice for practitioners of either tradition. By showing that mindfulness can (and should) be applied to all yogic practices, including hatha yoga postures, Frank Jude has succeeded in building a bridge between “heady” meditation practice and “bodydriven” hatha yoga. He appreciates that we are neither disembodied spirits hovering above the physical body nor soulless material vehicles, but rather a wondrous dynamic between both levels of reality. Refreshingly he also includes in his consideration the widely misunderstood but vital dimension of feeling. Neither Buddhist yoga nor Hindu yoga seeks, as often mistakenly thought, to eliminate feelings and turn practitioners into hollow robots. Rather both approaches aim at mastery over the mind, including feelings, by awakening the witnessing faculty within us. In his pioneering work on yoga, Mircea Eliade, the great twentieth-century historian of religion, remarked that the notion of the witness was India’s greatest discovery. I agree but would add the yogic teaching of compassion toward all beings as an equally important and essential correlate. The call for compassion is present in both Buddhism and Hinduism.

Throughout Frank Jude’s book, the creative interplay between witnessing (articulated in the practice of mindfulness) and compassion is emphasized or present as a background theme. The witnessing consciousness and the compassionate heart are fundamental features of all integrative forms of genuine yoga. Together they make us whole.

In conclusion, Frank Jude Boccio’s book should be carefully read both by hatha yoga practitioners, especially those overly fond of physical fitness, strength, and beauty, and by Buddhist  yoga practitioners, particularly those who are ill at ease in their bodies and in the material universe. In fact, Mindfulness Yoga should be read by every aspiring yoga practitioner.

 



 



Georg Feuerstein, Ph.D. 
Manton, CA 
Fall 2003
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


FIRST, WHETHER YOU ALREADY PRACTICE YOGA or mindfulness meditation, please read through the Introduction and all of Parts One and Two.

In Part One I present a bit of the historical and philosophical context within which the Buddha lived and taught, as well as a brief overview of his teachings and how they relate to the classical yoga of Patanjali.

Part Two examines the basic meditation technique taught by the Buddha, most commonly known as mindfulness meditation. Included are some basic instructions as well as suggestions about how to establish a practice (even experienced practitioners may find them useful). Last, I briefly introduce the two suttas (the Pali form of the Sanskrit sutra), or discourses, that contain the Buddha’s teaching on mindfulness practice, one of which, the Anapanasati Sutta (Awareness of Breathing Sutra) is the main text that will shape our approach to yoga asana practice in Part Three.

The heart of the Mindfulness Yoga practice is in Part Three, where four chapters offer an analysis of the Four Establishments of Mindfulness and asana sequences with which to practice.

The appendices that follow the main body of the text contain an essay on the Seven Factors of Awakening, the whole of the Anapanasati Sutta and a description of the Seated Meditation Postures. Finally, the Notes provide references to the sources that have informed this book and my approach. I also supply a list of Suggested Resources for further study and inspiration.






SOME WORDS ABOUT THE ASANAS


THE SEQUENCES PRESENTED in Part Three are all designed as appropriate for mixed-levels practice. Beginners may find some of the individual asanas (postures) challenging. If they encounter real physical limitations, they may either practice the modifications provided or skip particular asanas altogether until they advance in their practice. Experienced practitioners may work at longer holdings or in a more vigorous way, and even practice more advanced asanas, while keeping within the framework of the Four Establishments of Mindfulness.

In the asana sequences, you will find detailed photographs and instruction, including modifications, for each yoga asana. These are just a few of the thousands of postures that can be practiced, yet they include many of the most basic, foundational postures that yogis and yoginis explore and work with throughout their life. I must have practiced TRIANGLE thousands of times in my life, yet still find so much to learn about myself—my body, my mind, and their relationship—each time I enter into it. One of my first yoga teachers would remind us that each time we do a posture can be like the first time if we are truly practicing yoga—the practice of being present in the moment.

If you want to practice more advanced postures, you may want to look into some of the books or videos recommended in the Suggested Resources list, but I would suggest you attend yoga classes to learn from competent teachers. But remember, the only reasons you may want to do more advanced postures is to give yourself a bit more of a physical challenge, and out  of a sense of exploration and fun! You will find that most of the more advanced postures basically build upon and develop what you will find in the more basic postures included here. And even very experienced and adept yogis have found these basic postures challenging indeed when practiced as meditations according to the instructions offered in the Anapanasati Sutta.

While proper alignment is important, this is not a book about the subtleties of alignment, so what you will find are basic descriptions of the fundamental movements within which you can work and explore for yourself. The approach taken here is less about the performance or form of the asana than about the exploration of experience and the contents, quality, and activity of experience. Trust yourself to bring the asana into manifestation, rather than attempting to force yourself into some structural ideal. As you continue to practice, you will discover more and more about the asana and about yourself. Many books and videos address asanas from a more detailed physical approach, and some of them are listed in the Suggested Resources.

Many yoga asanas are asymmetrical. When I instruct to repeat on the other side, just substitute the word left for right and vice versa in the instructions. I usually suggest timing by breaths, but of course we all have different breathing rhythms, so you will note a wide range in the suggestions. The most important thing is to spend about the same time on each side when doing asymmetrical postures and to use the suggestions as a guideline to the relative lengths of holding in the various postures.

I encourage you to work, or perhaps more accurately, play, and be engaged in, the postures as a curious child explores her surroundings. Sometimes when practicing postures we feel pain. Pain, like other sensations, can be our teacher. Again, approach pain with respect and an attitude of inquiry. Much of our suffering is a result of our avoidance of pain. Our practice is to observe our resistance to feeling pain, and learn ways to soften that resistance. Through this practice we learn that much of our pain is merely discomfort with the way things are. One thing we learn through practice is to more accurately sense what is real pain and what is discomfort.

Of course, yoga is not an activity of masochism or stoicism, and we need to be mindful of pain that can be injurious. With experience you will become more aware of the distinction between discomfort and the kind of pain that is potentially injurious. Back off whenever in doubt, and then gently explore your edges. Even if you choose to back off in the posture, it will be coming from awareness rather than mere reactivity.






A WORD ABOUT WORDS


THE LANGUAGE OF YOGA is Sanskrit, and the languages of Buddhadharma are primarily Pali and Sanskrit. Pali is an Indian dialect derived from Sanskrit, in which the canonical texts of the Theravada school of Buddhism are written. Some scholars assert that it may have been the dialect of the capital city of Magadha and the language of the Buddha. However, evidence of Magadhi inscriptions show considerable differences from Pali.

Be that as it may, the two suttas that form the basis of this work were originally written in Pali and are core teachings of the Theravada school of Buddhism. The difficulty is that in the West, most Buddhadharma words that are familiar are from the Sanskrit, such as sutra, Dharma, and nirvana, while some are more familiar in Pali, such as vipassana and metta.


Occasionally, when I introduce a term from either Sanskrit or Pali, I will also give the corresponding word from the other language. Throughout the text I will use whatever word is most commonly known in the West unless it refers to a specific text. No diacritical marks have been used since this is not a scholarly work. But in the Suggested Resources section those of you who wish to pursue this aspect of study and practice will find a list of scholarly works.






INTRODUCTION


IT WAS 1976. I was twenty years old, my daughter was two, and my marriage was already showing signs of distress. I hated my job. Someone I knew suggested I take a yoga class to relax and unwind.

I left my first yoga class feeling more calm, centered, and relaxed than I could ever remember. I felt open, spacious, light. The room had felt somehow womblike. The incense, subdued lighting, shag carpet (this was the 70s, after all), and Indian music conspired to create a space where I could settle down and shed my armor. The yoga teacher was a beautiful hippie woman who emanated an aura comprising equal parts earth mother and sex goddess. I was sure I had found heaven on earth.

I began to take at least two classes a week, and often more than that. Leaving work at four in the afternoon, I’d take the train uptown for class. Afterward, I’d take the Number Seven train to Flushing, Queens, where my family and I lived at the time. After only a few weeks of this routine, I began to notice that while I left the yoga class feeling the divine bliss of heaven, by the time I got off the train in Flushing, I was back in my own private hell. In fact, the bliss I was feeling in yoga class seemed ever more remote and alien to the rest of my life. Even after I had started to practice the postures and breathing exercises at home, I continued to find that whenever I wasn’t “doing yoga,” the peacefulness I felt while practicing continued to elude me.

Around this time, while browsing in a local bookstore, I came across Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind by Shunryu Suzuki. I had read a little about Buddhism in high school, mostly in  the works of Alan Watts, D. T. Suzuki, and Christmas Humphreys. Intellectually, I was struck by the directness, the simplicity, and its almost scientific, empiricist perspective.

A student of the natural sciences who considered himself an atheist, I warmed to Buddhism. It presented itself as a religion that was nontheistic, psychologically sophisticated, and refreshingly undogmatic. I was particularly struck by how the Buddha himself told his followers not to simply accept what they may have been told by teachers (including himself), nor to believe what they read in any scriptures, unless they themselves could verify it. Instead, he advised them to practice certain “useful means,” and see for themselves if those tools worked. If what they discovered agreed with what the wise taught, if it led to a more harmonious life free from suffering, then they should accept that truth and live in accord with it. If they found the practices the Buddha taught diminished suffering, they should continue them. And conversely, if they discovered that certain behavior leads to harm and ill, they should abandon that behavior.

But it wasn’t until I discovered Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, with Suzuki Roshi’s open, frank, and warmly honest visage on the back cover and clear words within, that I was moved to take up Dharma practice. My initial study of the Buddhadharma was in the Japanese Soto tradition. What I learned in the zendo, first through lectures and Dharma talks and later through my zazen practice, began a subtle process of transformation that seems almost miraculous to me now.

And yet, at the time, I was finding myself in an awkward position. My fellow students at the ashram where I studied and practiced yoga were puzzled by my attraction to Buddhism, because “those dour Buddhists only ever talk about suffering,” while my Dharma brothers and sisters looked askance at my yoga practice and referred to yogis and yoginis as bliss addicts, bliss-heads, or similarly derisive terms.

I could see how each group might well perceive the other the way they did, without either view being the complete picture. I saw for myself that they not only complemented each other but, at a more fundamental level, were essentially not that different.

For thirteen years I was a mere dabbler. Then, as the result of my pain and suffering when yet another relationship came to its devastating end, I renewed and recommitted to my practice and study of yoga and Dharma. After six more years, I was certified in yoga teaching and yoga therapy, and in the same year I formally took refuge and the five precepts with the Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh.

By 1995 I was growing familiar with other Buddhist practitioners who were “doing yoga,” while at the same time many in the yoga world were looking to Buddhism for their meditation teachings and practice. But it seemed to me there was something missing in the way most of them were viewing practice. Rather than seeing how they could be integrated into one comprehensive practice, most people seem to see yoga and Buddhadharma as separate, perhaps with yoga as merely preparatory to the “real work” of meditation, or meditation as somehow just about the mind and not relevant to how we work with the body in yoga.

Of course, the problem here is the very common misunderstanding of what yoga really is. In the West, yoga has become associated with the practice of the postures (asanas) taught in yoga classes, yet postures are only a part of the yoga tradition—and ironically, a relatively minor one at that! Even groups that one might imagine should know better foster this misunderstanding. I recently received a brochure from a large and renowned yoga center. Among their offerings are courses called “Yoga and Zen” and “Yoga and Meditation.” While it may be legitimate to call a course “Yoga and Zen” since they are two distinct cultural traditions (although in my interpretation zazen is a form of Buddhist yoga), differentiating between yoga and meditation misstates what yoga is. And when one reads the course description, we see that yoga is described purely as asana practice, “opening and strengthening the body,” while meditative awareness can “enhance your yoga practice.” In my opinion, born of my own direct experience and of my study, if meditative awareness is lacking, you may be exercising the body, but you are not engaging the real practice of yoga. I would hazard that in a very real way, ultimately, one doesn’t “do yoga” at all, but rather one is yoga or is in yoga—or one is not.

Shortly, in Chapter one, I will present some of the historical context relating to the development of yoga and Buddhadharma, but for now I would like to address two central points. First, my assertion that Buddhist practice itself is a form or cultural tradition of yoga, within the larger Indic yoga tradition. Second, my presentation of a Buddhist meditational approach to yoga-asana practice.

 



 



To begin, let’s take a look at the word yoga. Like many Sanskrit words, it is rich in connotation and meaning. It comes from the root yuj, which means “to yoke or harness.” In fact, the English word yoke derives from the Sanskrit, and both connotations of that word can be seen in the way the word yoga has been applied. Yoga has been used to mean “union,”  “sum,” “conjunction,” and similar terms of joining. By extension, it came to be used to signify spiritual endeavor, especially as regarding the disciplining of the mind and senses. This particular usage dates back as far as the second millennium B.C.E.

From etymology alone we can tentatively state that yoga is both the spiritual endeavor to achieve union, and the state of union itself. This, of course, leads us to the obvious, and perhaps more fundamental question: Union of what and with what? What is it that needs to be united?

According to some of the earliest yogic texts, what are united are the conscious subject and its mental object. This (apparent) merging of subject and object is known in yogic literature (and in Buddhist literature as well) as the state of samadhi, which itself literally means “placing or putting together.” Looking deeply into this explanation, we see that what occurs in yoga or samadhi is ultimately the transcendence of the (perceived) separation between subject and object. Yoga is thus both the technology and the state of self-transcendence. How transcendence is interpreted, and the choice of technology used for its realization, have led to the multifarious number of schools, lineages, and forms within the larger yoga tradition.

I have placed the words apparent and perceived in parentheses in the preceding paragraph as a semaphore signaling my particular interpretation of yoga and samadhi. Some schools of thought see yoga as the “real” union of an individual self estranged from ultimate reality. Others see the self and all phenomena as maya, or illusory. And some assert that there can ultimately be no real union that needs to be attained because the separation is merely delusory, and yoga is the waking up to what has always been our true nature. And of course, what that true nature is has been given a variety of names, from the apparently contradictory Atman, understood as the “transcendental Self” beyond the realm of the mind and senses, and Brahman, which means “vast expanse” and came to be understood as “the Absolute” and identical with Atman, to Buddhanature (buddhata), the “true, immutable, and eternal” nature of all beings, which is understood to be identical with shunyata, the Sanskrit word meaning, challengingly, “emptiness” or “the void.” Interestingly, this Buddhanature is also said to be beyond conception and imagination.

From this extended meaning, we get yoga as a generic term for the enormous body of spiritual teachings and techniques that have developed in India over at least five millennia. It is in this sense that the Buddha’s teachings can legitimately be called yoga. The Buddha taught that the false identification with our perceived self is the source of anguish and pain, and that  through a variety of practices we can transcend this perceived separation and achieve the cessation of suffering, or nirvana (nibbana in Pali). It might also be noted that the Buddhist traditions historically closest to the Indian sources, such as the Theravada and Tibetan, often refer to their practitioners as yogis and yoginis (male and female yoga practitioners). But all those who practice Zen or other Buddhist practices can equally and legitimately be seen as yoga practitioners.

Confusion arises when we look at the more restricted use of yoga to signify one of the six orthodox traditions or systems of “philosophy.” The Sanskrit word that I translate here as philosophy, darshana, actually means “direct vision or sight.” This points to the fact that rather than being a mere intellectual pursuit, the Indian emphasis has always been on a direct apprehension of truth. As orthodox “viewpoints,” these six philosophical systems all base their authority on the ancient Vedic literature of India.

As such, when we speak of yoga as one of the darshanas, we are speaking of what may formally be called classical yoga, propounded by the great sage Patanjali in the Yoga Sutra  sometime around the second century C.E. (Some scholars argue for the earlier date of circa 200 B.C.E.) Classical yoga may also be referred to as ashtanga (eight-limbed) yoga or raja  (royal) yoga.

Interestingly, while most forms of yoga (preclassical and postclassical) tend toward nondualist thinking, Patanjali’s classical yoga, allied as it is with the dualistic school of Samkhya Darshana, is itself dualistic. Patanjali asserts a strict bifurcation between spirit (purusha) and nature or matter (prakriti). In this system, there seem to be innumerable purushas, and the basic thrust of his teaching and practice as found in the Yoga Sutra is for the practitioner to cultivate the discernment (viveka) between the transcendent purusha and all that is “not self”  (anatman); this includes the entire psychophysical organism, which belongs to the realm of prakriti. (It should be noted that Patanjali is using anatman slightly differently than Buddhist texts use it.)

So here, ironically, yoga becomes the separation and withdrawal from phenomenal or relative reality until the yogini recovers her true self. In fact, commentaries on the Yoga Sutra  have said (in what sounds, misleadingly, like a Zen koan) that “yoga is viyoga”—union is separation!

Whether we choose to adhere to the metaphysics of Patanjali’s system or not, this procedure of discernment, or viveka, is used even by nondualist schools of thought in yoga,  Vedanta, and in Buddhism. Thus even for nondual Buddhists, study of the dualistic Yoga Sutra of Patanjali can be richly rewarding. Additionally, many in the Vedantic and tantric traditions claim that Patanjali was offering only a model for practice and teaching rather than a freestanding ontology.

Fluidity of interpretation, and tolerance for contradiction and paradox, are strong factors found in all yoga teaching.

 



 



So, after all this, you may be wondering where the postures come into the picture. As I mention above, for the larger part of the history of yoga practice, the postures we know and practice today played little or even no part. Even in the Yoga Sutra, only three of its 195 aphorisms relate to asana, and these state that asana is stable and easeful, practiced by relaxing effort and leading to the overcoming of the “pairs of opposites” such as heat/cold and pain/pleasure.

What is clear from this and other early texts is that the asana that is being discussed here is the seated meditation posture. For Patanjali, asana is an aid in developing sense withdrawal and deep concentration leading to meditation. In fact, the word asana itself means “seat,” and originally referred to that which the yogin sat upon. So you see, whenever you take your seat in meditation you are, quite literally, practicing yoga!

Over time, and under the influence of tantric teachings—which view the body as the vehicle through which awakening can occur rather than seeing the body as an obstacle to awakening—a form of yoga developed that emphasized working with the body in order to perfect it as a basis for self-realization. This hatha yoga (literally, “forceful yoga,” so called because of its emphasis on discipline and its dynamic quality of practice, as well as its concern with awakening  kundalini-shakti, the divine feminine life force that is said to sleep coiled at the base of the spine) evolved the myriad postures that have become so popular in the West.

Even from the first, however, there were sages who warned against emphasizing the postures at the expense of meditation, for this could lead to even further identification with the physical organism and the development of overweening pride, envy, and frustration. Sadly, even before coming to the West, this tendency to exaggerate asana practice led some sages to warn, as in the Garuda-Purana (a tenth-century text whose author is not known), that “the techniques of posture do not promote yoga. Though called essentials, they all retard one’s progress.”

Today, in America and the West, all too frequently yoga has been reduced to mere asanas. Go to most yoga classes, and there is little if any meditation, let alone discussion of the larger context in which to engage asana practice. When I first began my study of yoga, there was no real meditation instruction. Though asana was nominally seen as preparation for meditation, we never seemed to get around to meditating.

The Buddha taught that we should cultivate meditative awareness in each of four positions or “postures” which are meant to represent all the activities of life: sitting, standing, walking, and lying down. And how we do this is by maintaining mindful awareness of all we do and of all that arises. It is living in the “eternal now,” keeping what Thich Nhat Hanh calls “our appointment with life,” which is ever in the present moment.

The Buddha gave detailed mindfulness meditation instruction in two major discourses, the  Anapanasati (Awareness of Breathing) and Satipatthana (Establishment of Awareness) sutras. In Chapter Six, I will introduce these sutras and show how they support each other, and how through specific exercises the Buddha has offered us, we can practice asana as  mindfulness meditation.

When we approach yoga-asana in this way, as described in Part Three, we can achieve transformative and healing insight, and we can even free ourselves from much of our limiting and destructive patterns of thought and behavior. The Buddha assures us that practicing the awareness of breathing will lead to success in practicing the Four Establishments of Mindfulness, which in turn, if developed and practiced continuously, will lead to an abiding within the Seven Factors of Awakening. These factors will in turn give rise to understanding and the full liberation of the mind.

But don’t take his word (or mine) for it. Practice and see for yourself!






INTERLUDE




MANY YOGAS 

Yoga’s roots can be seen in the Vedas, the most ancient of India’s texts that are accepted as revealed scripture by devout Hindus. Dating from as early as the fourth millennium B.C.E., the Vedas are considered eternal, uncreated and incontestable—though subject to many various interpretations. From these earliest beginnings, yoga has always had as its aim the practice of disciplined introspection or meditative focusing directed at the transcendence of the egoic self. At first, much of the meditative focusing centered on the performance of sacrificial rituals. With the rise of the Upanishads and the Upanishadic yoga practice that evolved over many centuries, the meditative focus began to turn inward, and the sacrifice became metaphorical and internal rather than explicit and external.

Ironically, for a word that means “union,” the tradition of yoga has never been unified. From the first, there have been many schools and approaches. Views and practices differ even among teachers within a single school. Sometimes the various teachings contradict each other. So when we speak of yoga, we speak of a multitude of yogic paths and orientations—and even apparently different goals, though all say their goal is liberation. And this is as it should be, because there are many different kinds of personalities, proclivities, and stations in life among those who are called to practice yoga. The Buddha himself is reputed to have said that there are 84,000 Dharma gates—practices for attaining liberation.

However, despite the diversity within the yoga tradition, all approaches agree on at least one thing—that the world as it seems is not the world as it is, and that there is a very real need for “selftranscendence,” for going beyond the limited human personality with its reactivity and constricted habit patterns, in order to awaken to the truth of reality as it is. What is different from school to school or tradition to tradition is the way this transcendence or awakening is accomplished and how it is conceptualized.

Within the larger yoga tradition, which from the perspective I take includes the teachings of the Buddha, the Jaina (as practitioners of Jainism are properly called), sage Mahavira, as well as the variety of yoga approaches within the cultural realm of Hinduism, we see several main forms of yoga that have gained prominence: bhakti yoga, karma yoga, jnana yoga, raja yoga, mantra yoga, and tantra  yoga. Also extant are hatha yoga, kundalini yoga, and laya yoga, which are all closely related, although often mentioned as independent schools; further, the three can be seen as influenced and perhaps even derived from tantra yoga.


Bhakti yoga is often called the path of devotion, and its practitioners most often conceive of the Transcendental Absolute in personal terms. Some practitioners adhere to a dualistic approach and prefer to see the Divine as Other. Others seek to merge the self with the Divine by repeatedly annihilating the illusion of the distinct ego-personality until the Divine is realized as the only reality there is. This is the path, it is said, for those of a more emotional bent, and among their main practices is  kirtan, the chanting of devotional songs.


Karma yoga is the yoga of action, but specifically the kind of action that is done with a certain inner attitude—the attitude of “selfless service”—that is itself a form of mental action. (The word karma  means simply “action.”) To act, to do what one’s duty dictates with no regard to the outcome, is the practice of a karma yogin. This egoless action is akin to the “actionless action” taught in Taoism and is highly praised by Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita. In a very real sense, this mental posture is the basic asana practice of the karma yogin.


Jnana yoga is the yoga of knowledge, which has become almost a synonym for Vedanta, the Hindu tradition of nondualism that seeks realization through the discernment of the real from the unreal. It is said to use the mind to go beyond the mind. A modern example is the great sage Ramana Maharshi, who taught his students to practice by continually asking, “Who am I?” This technique is similar to the koan practice of Rinzai Zen.


Raja yoga, or royal yoga, refers specifically to the yoga system of Patanjali. It was originally used to distinguish Patanjali’s eightfold path, emphasizing meditation, from the relatively younger hatha yoga. I will have more to say about this form of yoga later in the book.


Mantra yoga is a form of yoga that utilizes the power of sound to affect consciousness. The esoteric meaning of the word mantra is “that which protects the mind” from itself by leading to salvation through the concentration of the mind on an empowered sound. In one of this school’s most sacred texts, sixteen “limbs” of practice are mentioned, including devotion, posture, meditation, and samadhi.


Tantra yoga began as a pan-Indian movement, arising as a response to the world-weary or life-denying tendencies that had arisen within the yoga practices of both the Buddhist and Hindu traditions. Despite the nondual teachings of the Buddha and of the Upanishads, the habit of dualistic thinking had led to a denigration of this world in favor of the Absolute. The tantric practitioner asked, If there is truly only one Reality, why must there be a struggle to realize it? Why must spiritual practice be  framed as a battle? Why do we need to abandon the pleasure of the body and of this world in order to realize the Absolute?


Hatha yoga arose from this tantric approach as an independent school, focused on perfecting the body in order to more fully enjoy the bliss of transcendent realization. Enlightenment is seen as a whole-body event, and so the practices of hatha yoga embody the ideal of tantra: to live in the world out of the fullness of realization rather than to withdraw from the world in order to gain enlightenment. Of course, while its psychospiritual practices of pranayama (breath control) and asana were to be seen within this context of realization, some practitioners sacrifice their spiritual aspirations and degenerate into ego-driven practice. Because some hatha yogins have become caught in the trap of narcissism, hatha yoga got a bad reputation with some scholars. Unfortunately, ego-driven practice does indeed seem to be a trap that is all too easy to fall into—especially in our body-conscious society. And yet, the benefits of hatha yoga practice are not to be underestimated.




MANY HATHAS 

Hatha yoga, the most popular yoga in the West, emphasizes the postures that in most people’s minds have become synonymous with yoga. The esoteric meaning of hatha is that ha signifies the sun and tha the moon. Hatha yoga is therefore the yoga that unifies the power of the sun and the moon—the male and the female energies within all of us.

Any of the popular yogas that utilize postures are a form or style of hatha yoga. Iyengar yoga is a form of hatha yoga that has been inspired by the towering figure of B.K.S. Iyengar. Power yoga, Ashtanga yoga, Kripalu yoga, Anusara yoga, Integral yoga, Sivananda yoga, and all the others are merely different stylistic approaches to hatha yoga. A form of hatha yoga that emphasizes following the Buddha’s teachings of mindfulness can easily be called mindfulness yoga or Buddha yoga.

The benefits of hatha yoga practice are many and have been quite extensively propounded. Briefly, asanas work on all levels and systems of the body, strengthening the body while creating greater flexibility and ease of movement. Asana practice is said to purify or cleanse the body, promote healthy digestion and elimination, balance hormones, and calm the nerves. With the application of concentrated awareness, deep emotional and mental habits can be seen into, and self-understanding and transformation can be cultivated.





PART ONE

PUTTING IT IN CONTEXT





CHAPTER ONE

THE BUDDHA’S YOGA


THROUGH ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE, we are now beginning to understand that the Indus/Sarasvati civilization, located in the northwest of the subcontinent of what is modern-day India, prospered as far back as 6500 B.C.E. and reached its maturity between 3100 B.C.E. and 1900 B.C.E. It was apparently a complex civilization: technically proficient, using wheeled carts and boats and a decimal-based measurement system which, among other things, has revealed a remarkable ability to accurately measure weights. Further, there were baths in most homes which were connected to a public drainage system having brick-lined sewers fitted with manholes. Only the Romans, over two thousand years later, had a comparable system. It has been conjectured, based upon the ordered geometric plan of the towns (all quite similar to each other although spread out over an area larger than the ancient civilizations of Sumer, Assyria and Egypt combined-over 300,000 square miles) that this Indic civilization was governed by a conservative priestly elite.

Cultural artifacts left behind by this great civilization—including terracotta seals depicting a variety of figures reminiscent of later Hinduism—suggest that they already practiced a rudimentary form of what we now know as yoga. One featuring a male divinity surrounded by animals, has been thought to be an early depiction of Lord Shiva, the archetypal yogin known as the Lord of the Beasts. They also apparently worshipped a Great Mother or earth goddess figure, as indicated by a ceramic depicting a female from whose womb is growing a plant. Other objects depict images relating to the male and female generative symbols still utilized  in tantric practices. Certain trees and animals were sacred to them. One such tree had particular importance: the pipal tree, which many years later would be revered by others as the Bodhi Tree, the tree under which Siddhartha Gautama would sit when he achieved enlightenment, becoming the Buddha.

The religious and philosophical teachings of this civilization were recorded orally as the  Vedas (which literally means the “knowledges”), which are still considered by devout Hindus as revealed scripture. Recent research suggests that the earliest of the Vedas date from between the fifth and fourth millennia B.C.E.

By 1900 B.C.E. the great Sarasvati River had dried up and many of the cities along its banks were abandoned. The center of the Vedic civilization shifted east to the fertile banks of the Ganges. This disruption and dislocation led to great social changes, including the arising of a professional priestly class. These Brahmins and their commentaries on the Vedas, which are called the Brahmanas (a name also used for the Brahmins themselves), gave rise to a religion referred to as, perhaps not surprisingly, Brahmanism.

In what may have been an attempt to solidify their superior position in society, a caste system evolved with Brahmin priests occupying the top of the social hierarchy, along with senior officials and counselors to kings. Next were the Kshatriyas, the ruling and warrior class, followed below them by the Vaisyas, the emerging merchant class. The lowest class, the Sudras, consisted of common laborers akin to serfs. A group considered so low that they were outside the caste system, or “outcastes,” were the Panchamas.

This caste system, along with the ever more particular and ritualized practice of the Brahmins, had the effect of removing the Brahmanic faith from the lived experience of the majority at the bottom of the social ladder. From as early as 1500 to 1000 B.C.E., others began to expand and develop the ideas of Brahmanism from an outwardly focused ritualized system based upon the fire ceremony, and even animal sacrifice, into a more internalized form of spiritual practice. From this movement arose the earliest of the Upanishads.

The word upanishad means “sitting near” (as one does to one’s teacher) and refers to the fact that Upanishadic teachings were delivered directly from teacher to disciple by word of mouth. While they are quite diverse in their teachings, as Georg Feuerstein notes in his wonderful text, The Yoga Tradition, we can see the prominence of four closely related themes: (1) that the transcendental core of one’s being, the Atman, is identical with the transcendent ground of being itself, Brahman; (2) the doctrine of reincarnation, sometimes called  “repeated embodiment” (punar-janman) or, in the earlier Upanishads, “repeated death”  (punar-mrityu); (3) the doctrine of karma, which means “action” and refers to the moral force of one’s acts, intentions, and words; it is a doctrine of moral causality that sees causal retribution as akin to what modern science would call a law of nature; and (4) the idea that the law of karma is not fatalistic: karma can be transcended, and reincarnation ended, through spiritual practices such as renunciation and meditation. By the time of the Yoga-Upanishads, written after Patanjali, many of them as late as the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries of the common era, the practical approach to liberation became synonymous with yoga.

By the time of the Buddha’s birth, most often given as 563 B.C.E., the Brahmin priesthood had become a rigid, often quite corrupt, and exclusivist society. For example, while the original castes were not hereditary, by the time of the Buddha’s birth they had acquired a sacred significance and justification. They were seen to mirror the order of the cosmos, and thus had become immutable. No longer was there the possibility of social mobility. Those at the bottom of the social ladder, who no doubt yearned for a spiritual teaching that would speak to them, were denied instruction in Brahmanism and kept apart from the higher castes, and in this way the Brahmanic faith was entirely removed from their lived experience. At the same time, the ideas expressed in the Upanishads were filtering out into the wider intellectual community. A movement of wandering ascetics arose as an alternative to the strict ritualism of the Brahmanas. Some of these wanderers were even of Brahmin origin and were called paribbajakas, meaning “wanderers” whether or not their practice was orthodox (based upon the Vedas). But an even larger group, the shramanas (samanas in Pali) meaning “strivers,” made up of members from the other castes, followed a wide variety of heterodox practices.
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