

[image: images]





[image: Images]





[image: Images]





Copyright © 2018 by Stephanie Spence

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Spence, Stephanie, author.

Title: Yoga wisdom : warrior tales inspiring you on and off your mat / by Stephanie Spence.

Description: New York, NY : Skyhorse Publishing, [2018]

Identifiers: LCCN 2018021172| ISBN 9781510737099 (hardcover : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781510737105 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Self-actualization (Psychology) | Yoga. |

Yogin?is--Quotations, maxims, etc.

Classification: LCC BF637.S4 S675 2018 | DDC 613.7/046--dc23 LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018021172

Cover design by Mona Lin

Cover illustration courtesy of iStockphoto

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-3709-9

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-3710-5

Printed in China




Dedication
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Foreword by Rolf Gates

I read once that a single-cell organism can either grow or it can defend itself; it cannot do both at the same time. Stephanie Spence has written beautifully about what this means through a human life. For a time, she was defined by the need to defend herself. Then one day things changed. She found safety. She found connection. She felt the Sacred. She found sanctuary. Held by kindness and compassion, she was able to put her burden down. Those who held her taught her how to hold herself, and she in turn has learned to hold others. Today, her life is defined by the possibility of growth. Hers is now the hero’s journey.

I met Stephanie on that journey some years ago as she was beginning the series of interviews that would become this book. She came to Santa Cruz and interviewed me with the intelligence and joy I have come to associate with yoga practice. There is something that happens when you combine getting a second chance at life with the practices of awakening that is unmistakable. People just radiate. She was not yet sure what she wanted to do with her interviews, but she was clear about her intention, which was to support others as they chose the path of Yoga. She still embodies this clarity today.
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Arica Grafton

Believing that sanctuary is something we choose in the silent private space of our hearts and create in the loud colorful space of our togetherness, Stephanie has written a book about what we choose for ourselves and what we create together. Believing that learning is one part listening and one part teaching, Stephanie has written a book that combines her voice with many others. Knowing that this book will be a joy to those who pick it up, it is my honor to welcome you to its sunlit shores.

Namaste, Rolf
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Introduction

The setting: a luxurious villa on the Caribbean island of St. Barts. A wife and husband, along with several of his clients, are partying on a terrace overlooking the glittering ocean and sun-kissed beach. They flew in from Pittsburgh aboard his private jet that morning. The woman seems to have it all—she’s a self-made success story, wife, and mother. But beneath her mask of contentment and complicity, she hides a terrible secret: the price she’s paying for this glamorous life is that she is living a lie. Their friends and acquaintances would say that she and her rich, powerful husband of twenty-five years never argue. Well, she doesn’t argue. Why? She is terrified of being bullied, verbally dismissed, and belittled.

As usual, she is expected to entertain her husband’s guests, which means fulfilling their every desire—no matter how illegal. Submissive and compliant, her everyday mantra. Soon, the revelers want to kick things up a notch with Thai Stick, some of the best opium-laced marijuana money can buy. And they expect her to join in.

She takes the Stick, feels her stomach rebel. Her mind screams in protest. She brings the smoldering joint to her lips . . . and hesitates. Her husband, waiting his turn, nods for her to take a hit.

She parts her lips, ready to obey. Wait. What am I doing? she thinks. Selling her soul. Giving herself away.

Putting toxic substances into her body because her husband expects her to be the life of the party. She drops the Stick in a most deliberate way, oblivious to the gasps and protests. No. No more.

She is done with drugs, drinking, and ass-kissing. Ignoring one man’s dash to grab the Stick, now rolling across the patio, she turns to the man who had once vowed to honor and love her. His mouth moves, trying to form words in his shocked outrage.

Before his drug-hazed mind can produce the vitriol he so clearly wants to spew, she blurts out, “I want a divorce.”

A startled hush falls over everyone as they wait for his reaction. She’s prepared for the worst of his explosive temper. Instead of denigrating her, threatening her, or pretending that he cares, he simply walks out of the villa. Minutes later, she hears him drive away.

She excuses herself and holes up in one of the guest rooms to await his return. The waiting is its own torture, and it’s for nothing. She finds out that he boarded his jet and left her behind.

But he wasn’t done. The following day, he sends her an email with only one sentence: “Your life as you know it will never be the same.”
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My name is Stephanie Spence, a.k.a. Yoga Road Trip Girl, and that wife was me. That brave, bold declaration was only the beginning. As any survivor of abuse, whether physical, emotional, or mental, knows, you can’t go from living as a shell of your former self to empowered in a day, a week, a month. For me, it’s an ongoing journey of triumphs and failures, of heartbreak and joy.

I set off on my new life with nothing but a rental car and the clothes on my back and slowly rebuilt my life with the only lifeline I knew: yoga.

My daily yoga practice grew into so much more than perfecting a pose. Yoga became transformative, teaching me to live a fearless, authentic life of purpose and potential.

When I felt alone, it reminded me that I was part of a world-wide community. When I was hard on myself for falling out of a pose, it reminded me that this is a practice, not an end goal. When I felt powerless to master a pose, it reminded me to surrender to what is. When I hurt, it helped me to heal. And when I did master a pose at last, it applauded my strength—and showed me that I am a warrior at heart who can save myself.

When we are ready to grow, the Universe puts “coincidences” on our path to help us or send us in the right direction. These can be people, places, or events that your soul attracts into your life to help you evolve to higher consciousness or place emphasis on something going on in your life. Synchronistically, I met spiritual teacher Gahl Sasson through my yoga studio. My session with Gahl was infused with Kabbalah, the ancient Jewish mystical interpretation of the Bible. Gahl’s depth of wisdom and devotion inspired me to deepen my spiritual practice, along with my yoga practice. I devoured the exercises in his book, A Wish Can Change Your Life. Starting from the first chapter, I had visual, emotional, and physical confirmation that the book was working. This was unlike any other self-help book I had read. I immediately saw results. For the first time in my life, I had a clear direction for my future.

By the time I finished the book, I knew that my dharma, my soul purpose, was to educate and inspire as many people as I could to try yoga and embrace it as a way of life. I loaded up a rented RV and headed on a month-long journey I dubbed the “Yoga Road Trip.” Waking up daily in my moving cocoon of yoga, I felt powerful and free. My morning ritual of writing and playing house in my adopted home electrified my soul. It dawned on me that this was the first house I had ever picked out and lived in that was truly my own.

Whether my morning meditation was in a shabby trailer park, busy parking lot, or overlooking the ocean, I had a space that was all mine. I embodied the new freedom and adventure I had always longed for but had never been able to manifest on my own.

As I made my 4,000-mile pilgrimage from Southern California all the way up the West Coast and into Canada, I had a simple mission: video-interview and practice with a different yoga teacher every day. Instead of solely words and pictures on my blog, I hoped the moving images would resonate on a more intimate level with the viewers, bringing them closer to these wise souls, my experience, and me. Hungry for emotional connection, I believed the world of online sharing would resonate with the yearning for kinship that I believe is at the root of all social media. I pictured the blog more as a vlog (video log) from a vision I had while in Savasana. I also wanted to capture their wisdom and enlightenment to help me discover a part of myself I had never known. The me that I was before life taught me destructive love. I had never learned to listen to and trust my spiritual self, the wise and loving voice of my intuition.

WARRIOR WISDOM

I reclaimed my lost self on the road. I understood for the first time how to thrive instead of merely survive. I regained my unique power and my voice. And most important, I had a road map for physical, mental, and spiritual health to give others. The impressive souls I met on my Yoga Road Trip, and those I have engaged with as I continue my journey, are at the heart of this book.

I became a Warrior when I embraced the understanding that I had to crash so I could transform my life. I scoured the globe to find top yoga teachers, truly authentic givers, who make yoga a way of life just as I do. They have huge hearts and simple wisdom driven by compassion, experience, and kindness. We all hope Yoga Wisdom inspires the whole world to embrace yoga as a way of life, one person at a time.

Yoga Wisdom takes you on the road of life with people who are full of self-love and radiating balance, so you can create that for yourself. Once you meet these life instructors, you can manifest everything you need to make a difference in your life and the lives of those around you.

Physically showing up on your yoga mat is just the beginning. With determination and patience, the real secrets and power of yoga come with time. We’re here to inspire you to not only show up for class, but to become a yogi, too—a yoga devotee full of love and light.

It’s time to unleash the Warrior inside you.
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CHAPTER 1

Embracing Your Wake-up Call

I read somewhere that every marriage reaches a point when it feels as though it’s going to unravel. I’m not sure if that’s true or not. All I know is that I thought my husband and I were different. We were friends. Best friends.

We’d met twenty-five years earlier as neighbors in Houston, Texas. I believed at the time that our bond would get us through any challenges life heaved at us. For years, it did, with failed ventures and poverty, moving across the country, and many dark years of infertility. I finally achieved my fondest goal: having a beautiful baby girl. Then, after all the struggles with the first one, while not even trying, good fortune smiled upon me, and I became pregnant a second time. I had an optimistic attitude, even when we were so poor that a block of government-assisted Reagan Cheese sat in the fridge, and I was rolling pennies to buy toilet paper.

Like many entrepreneurs, my husband tried numerous ways to make money. I supported him emotionally and, at times, financially. I believed in “for better or worse.” Sometimes, we could pay our bills just fine, then we’d hit a wall and couldn’t. This roller coaster went on for years.

Clearly, we were going nowhere in Houston. He had exhausted all avenues of producing a steady income, including cleaning carpets at night while trying to build a business in the oil industry during the day. My husband’s falling out with his business partner finally put the nail in the coffin, and we had to crawl back to his hometown, Pittsburgh, with our tails between our legs and live in his parents’ basement while we looked for work.

Upon arrival, my husband jumped on an opportunity a distant relative offered him. He became an overnight success, and, just like that, the money started flooding in. I created a wellness magazine, Health & Fitness. It too was immediately successful. Years later, I created a second magazine, Pittsburgh NOW, designated as the city’s official visitors guide. We were “Seen Column” darlings in the local newspapers and glossy society magazines. After years of struggling, we had reinvented ourselves as quite the power couple.

I had what appeared to be a fairy-tale life with the perfect family and career. I had a whole slew of smiling family photos, mementos from world travels, and many awards from my career. All of this sat on a bookcase crammed with self-help books. Holy crap, a bookcase full of self-help books? Yeah, I was searching. I would desperately pore through each new book, believing it to be the one that would explain what was calling to me from my consciousness—the element of my life that was missing and creating a bigger and bigger hole in my soul. Despite my self-made success, I was not the decision maker of my life.

I had succumbed to accepting the hand I had been dealt. This included living in a town I had a love-hate relationship with. I pasted on an interested, happy face, pretending fascination with my husband’s clients and colleagues—whose only intellectual contribution included sports and the awful weather. I was on autopilot, simply doing what my husband told me to do for the sake of the almighty dollar. I was in deep despair, and there wasn’t even enough light in my darkness to see that I had simply checked out of my own life.

Sure, I had all the outward trappings of success, but I was a fraud—and terrified that I would be found out. Most painfully, at the same time, I was aware of my amazing soul whenever I was with my two daughters, working on my magazines with my team and clients, and not around my husband. I knew my soul was filled with love and wisdom, and that I was capable of more in all aspects of my life.

But knowing that didn’t help. Even worse, my marriage had disintegrated into two people living in the same house but barely speaking to each other. How could this be? We had managed to weather the many years of our financial instabilities and five years of infertility. I loved being a mother and all that it entailed, but not being a single parent. By now, though, our rare conversations were superficial, or focused on only two things: him or work.

We may have been physically in the same room, but we were emotionally alone. We were busy, too busy to evaluate our increasingly disconnected relationship. If we weren’t busy, we just didn’t know how to even begin a discussion.

I know now that I ignored many of the classic red flags and dismissed the growing dissonance between us. He had moved out of our bedroom to the spare bedroom down the hall, giving me no reason. Taking the rejection personally, I fell into an even deeper well, drowning in insecurity and hopeless abandonment.

However, it takes two to tango, and I accept accountability for my part in the demise of our relationship. I used exercise for time to myself to be away from my husband’s chaos. When it came to focusing my energy, his needs, raising my daughters, and helping others through my magazines took all of my time. Healthy people are mindful of self-care. I didn’t think about myself and my needs.

When I mustered up the courage to ask if he would hold my hand, his response chilled me to bone: he laughed. He obviously didn’t understand that holding hands and touch were relationship basics. His rejection of my simple request for an emotional connection demoralized me beyond repair. My heart was no longer in the marriage.

In the most spineless attempt to declare my unhappiness, I turned the focus of my own concern to concern for him. I explained that he seemed ill from the stress of the business. I also suggested that we see a family therapist. He said that would be impossible, for fear someone would find out. Instead, we agreed to go away alone to St. Barts. Much to my surprise and disappointment, he brought along clients.

St. Barts sealed the deal. I was done. After that first ominous email, his second one seemed more sinister: he declared that I needed an “intervention.” I knew I needed to overcome my dependency on the prescription sleep aid Ambien, so getting professional help seemed a reasonable first step for getting my divorce. I believe now that his intent was to reset me so he could get his old girl back.

When I arrived home from St. Barts, my intervention began. Ushered to a therapist’s office, she informed me that we were going to embark on a new beginning.

The word beginning has such a hopeful and inspirational feel, right? Yet, on the day I acquiesced to my intervention, the concept of beginning felt strangely menacing. I had allowed myself to be signed up for a therapist chosen by my controlling and domineering husband.

Since a small child, I’d been trained to obey abusers rather than think for myself. To, in fact, accept dysfunction as normal. In my husband’s case, I’d been drinking his Kool-Aid for years. Sure, in the beginning, our marriage seemed good, but then I began to see behavioral signs that scared me. In the space of a few hours, his moods would swing wildly from excited to unable to get off the couch. Being angry or hiding in his bathroom became the norm. He always suffered numerous physical complaints that needed attention. Our friendship bond turned into me navigating the ups and downs of an undiagnosed bipolar person.

I used to tell myself during our many years together that he was “passionate,” certainly not bipolar or bullying or narcissistic, and that his actions were inspired by love and concern for me. When he said, “You’re sick and need help,” in an angry, threatening voice, I fell silent. Too afraid to cross him, I did what I was told. Partly because I did need help—but not of the kind he imagined.

It never entered my mind to first hire an attorney, seek counsel from the clergy, confide in a close friend or my parents, to help me think this divorce thing through. The idea of telling anyone felt embarrassing, even humiliating. I look back now and realize that I did have a couple of friends who would have been good sounding boards. But I never bothered anyone with my problems, ever. Nor did I share the intimate details of my marriage with anyone. The truth is, I never thought past summoning the courage to say I wanted a divorce.

Like most days in Pittsburgh, it was cold and gray when we arrived at my new therapist’s office for our first session. I had no clue what therapy entailed. I just knew I had to be there or suffer the consequences.

In my naïveté, I assumed that my therapist had my well-being in mind. After all, she’s a professional, an unbiased person who would listen to my side of the story. I had no reason to choose my words carefully; it never occurred to me to protect myself.

I should have grown concerned when she started speaking to me as she would to a child. We discussed my use of Ambien. I told her I couldn’t sleep without it. With Ambien (and thus, sleep), I had no drama, no stress, no angry husband, no fear, no nothing. Upon waking, my feet would once again hit the floor, and I’d go until I dropped at the end of a busy day. Productive? You bet. That’s what my life was about. Working. Achieving. Perfecting.

She asked where and how I could obtain a constant supply. “It’s easy,” I said. “When I run out, I track down the doctor on my husband’s payroll.” Never once did this doctor seem concerned about how much I took. On several occasions, I confessed my fear that I was addicted. He’d smile, pat me on the shoulder, and say, “You’re only dependent.” I trusted him.

I believed myself the epitome of health. After all, front and center as the CEO and editor of the popular Health & Fitness magazine, I spent my time helping others lead a healthy life. An avid runner, I balanced that with yoga and ate clean. I only drank alcohol socially. I didn’t shop too much, eat donuts, or do anything to excess. My worst flaw was a propensity for cussing.

My husband started screaming that this wasn’t about him when I revealed that he took it also. After the therapist escorted him out of the room, she told me that she had experience with this type of situation. She let out a long breath that sounded more like a sigh of boredom, leaned in close, and whispered, “It’s not easy being married to a successful man.”

What? That’s the big revelation? My Ambien dependency is driven by my emotional resistance to having a successful husband? I knew I was in trouble.

She explained my options. I could come every week for seven or so years to address my emotional resistance issues and my Ambien dependency. With no reference point or voice, I didn’t push back. As I sat in silence, she went on to say that I could go away for a month to a center she’d already selected. Did I have emotional resistance issues? Maybe. All I know is, I simply couldn’t articulate what I wanted and needed in my life. I was stuck.

Convinced I was to blame for everything wrong in my world, I jumped at the chance to solve my issues in a month. Who wouldn’t? I’d had my wake-up call. I was going to get help.

Within days, my therapist and I were on my husband’s private jet en route to a treatment center in the Arizona desert. Little did I know that an escort was unusual. I was clueless, but ready.

WARRIOR WISDOM

At that time, my only healthy coping tool was yoga. I had been doing yoga for a long time, but I desperately needed to take it deeper. It was essential to find ways to utilize yoga as more than a fitness tool. A trusted yoga friend would have been invaluable. If I could have chosen an authentic and wise teacher to call on and ask for advice, I would have called Seane Corn.

Seane teaches all over the world and is one of the most recognized names in yoga, but as you will see when you meet her, she is very down-to-earth. The real deal. Seane shared recently that although she too had been practicing and teaching yoga a very long time, her father’s death gave her the wake-up call to take her practice deeper. Seane shares, “Yoga has taught me that life happens. It’s amazing and it’s incredible and it kicks your ass backwards.”



Seane Corn

“Yoga is a creative expression. Creativity grows and changes. I’m only one aspect and color of a massive tapestry, and sometimes I can only see what is in front of me (and miss the bigger picture). I’m amazed at what’s happening in the world of yoga. But I also get concerned. Is it going to get diluted, become a parody of itself? And then I think, well, it’s been around for thousands of years, and I’m only on a small part of its pathway.

What that means, then, is that I’m accountable to be authentic and in integrity so that what I’m contributing is mindful and positive.

Yoga has taught me that life happens. It’s amazing and it’s incredible and it kicks your ass backwards. It’s completely unpredictable, and no one is guaranteed an effortless pathway. It’s taught me that there are tools we can utilize, so that when life does happen, and we experience loss, oppression, or unimaginable heartache, we can stay present to the experience. We can navigate it and make choices that are grounded, compassionate, fair, and love-filled.

That is what yoga has taught me . . . you cannot bypass the challenges of life, but you can learn to change your perspective so that every experience—the light and the shadow—provides opportunities for spiritual maturity, wisdom, and growth.”
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Norman Seeff
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Opportunity. What an optimistic word. I was certainly lacking in spiritual maturity and am grateful that the program I was in at the treatment facility focused on just that. I was determined to become whole. Part of that was learning about vulnerability. My friend, Chris Loebsack, also wore the mask of a person who had it all together. Think for a moment if you are wearing a mask now.



Chris Loebsack

“There is strength in vulnerability!

For a long time, I had grown to believe that to be whole you needed to be strong in all ways. I took this to heart in ways that didn’t always serve. I built walls around me so high that I couldn’t see the horizon. I was the person everyone turned to, but no one seemed to ask about. Rightfully so. Why would anyone check in on someone who has it together all the time? I still found myself disconnected.

Today, I am more at home in my heart and stronger for it. I can listen more and react less. Yoga has taught me to embrace the nature of who I am in all my expressions and to love each aspect of my being. Self-love is essential. This is different from self-esteem. Not everything I have done is worthy of esteem, yet at the end of the day, I can reflect and grow, and love the life I have and who I am within it.
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Wari Om

Life and the yoga practice are like music. You start with learning the basic notes, you progress to scales and chords, and the more you practice the fundamentals, the more confidence you get. When you learn the framework, you have the freedom to play the music of your heart. The same is true in the body and mind. We learn poses and build upon the fundamentals of the breath, focus, alignment, muscular energy, and subtle awareness. As we come to the practice again and again, the music of the body and heart has the opportunity to unfold. We get out what we are willing to put into it. It is an incredible step-by-step journey that can send you forward into boundless possibilities.

Yoga has helped me overcome many physical, mental, and emotional challenges. The tools present in the practice are like the brushes available to a painter. You can choose the one that helps you make the desired stroke for the right effect at that time. There are times we have to wipe the canvas clean and start over to create the picture we desire for our lives.”
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How scary that seemed to me at the time: to wipe the canvas clean. What would that look like? Fear of the unknown is what holds us back from even the smallest steps. Like Chris, I always prided myself on never needing anyone’s help. Now was different. I was going to have to learn how to be vulnerable. Was that possible?

What would it have been like to have heard my friend, Dhanpal-Donna Quesada, say that “we’re on this spiritual journey even if we don’t know it” and be able to stop, breathe, and just restart. I had been studying Buddhism, but I wasn’t practicing it. It became much more important to devote time to my spiritual life. Do you cultivate that in your life?

Dhanpal-Donna Quesada

“We heal ourselves first and then awaken to the call to help others in the way only we can . . . because we’ve been through it. Our trials and heartaches are the seedlings that unfold our spiritual journey. They nudge us into a search for the deeper meaning of it all until we find ourselves on a path of healing, which is one and the same as the path to what the yogis call union.

Yoga is a vehicle to bring us to a sense of connection and wholeness within ourselves, and communion with the divine. It’s about that calling deep within the heart to go higher, to go within, to go beyond the trials, and even the thrills, of the mundane.

The most important part of a human being’s life is the journey back to the soul—and we’re on this spiritual journey even if we don’t yet know it. It is often the heaviest blows that awaken us to the urgency to find some sweetness.

We’ve all had our own dark night of the soul. The struggle pushes us, as if from the depths of the deepest and darkest waters, to try to find our way back to the light. Our desperation to try to find an answer to it all is a necessary part of it. It’s a wonderful wake-up call. Don’t feel that you are being punished by life. While everybody else might seem happy-go-lucky, they are probably still sleeping, while you are being nudged awake. The suffering is an inevitable part of the polarity that brings us back.

In my own longing to find my way through the murkiness, I came across the same messages again and again, no matter the tradition, that the light is within. And when this light is shining, the darkness on the outside suddenly appears differently, which is to say, the worries that used to bring us down lose their power over us. That light doesn’t stay on by itself, which is why things like meditation and yoga are called practices. The challenges never stop, and so the need to practice never ends. Once we begin to slack off, the light begins to dim.
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This journey back to spirit is never about being perfect or having our lives go as planned. Embrace yourself in your totality—start where you are, anew at every moment. The path to self-acceptance is one and the same as the path to the divine. This journey, this life, your human experience, is about being authentically who you are.”
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I’m continually astonished at the expansiveness of yoga and how it can deal with emotional and physical elements. I promise you that learning a new thing or two about diving into authenticity could dramatically change your life. At the time of my wake-up call, I was hiding behind perfecting.

Talking with someone like Kathryn Budig, who knows that life isn’t about perfecting, would have helped me at that time. I could have drawn inspiration from her courage. The kind of inspiration I’m talking about is, for example, when she says yoga is “. . . a safe place of honesty where I can look my demons in the face.”

There’s an incredible moment when you realize that growth might be easier than you think. Consider scheduling time in your day, knowing that it might mean getting rid of something else—like sitting in front of a TV—to roll out your mat. Your practice will change, as Kathryn Budig shares, when your perspective does.



Kathryn Budig

“Yoga taught me that I can’t be defined by my physicality and that life isn’t about perfecting—it’s a constant practice. I used to think I was as good as my asana. I thought my physical execution of the postures externally defined my level of dedication to the practice. I now know that yoga isn’t about perfecting poses, but about finding a beautiful balance in our lives. I strive to learn and be stronger every day but am better in tune with the more subtle needs through meditation and my personal offerings.
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Cheyenne Ellis

My motto in life is ‘Aim true.’ It came from my love of Artemis, the goddess of the hunt. She inspired me to sport a gold arrow around my neck because it reminded me of her strength, and that I can always hit my mark when I set intention, follow what makes my heart beat, and aim true. The arrow is a reminder that I can cut through any obstacles, that I have power, beauty, and the ability to choose love over fear every moment of my life.

My yoga mat is an island of solace where I can go to strip away the layers of my ego and fear-based decisions and see what’s actually going on. It’s a safe place of honesty where I can look my demons in the face and put my big girl panties on.”
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A safe place is something we all need. Create that for yourself. Although, no matter how safe things could be in any given moment, unexpected challenges will arise. Things happen to us in addition to our choices. Life isn’t always about our behaviors. Sometimes an illness is the entry point to starting a yoga practice.



Julie Smerdon
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“Love your body. I was diagnosed with an autoimmune disorder at the age of thirteen, and my response to that was to try and have complete control over my body and my health by using a grueling fitness regimen. Even my early years of yoga were spent in a style of practice that was quite harsh. Eventually, I learned that my body, even with its substantial limitations (I’ve had heart surgery, my colon removed, and I’ve nearly died twice!), is a masterpiece. When I was able to love and accept and be grateful for all that my body had seen me through, it changed everything for me. I can have the strong physical practice I’ve always loved, but it can be joyful and life-enhancing rather than punitive and harsh.

Inquire rather than judge. It’s so easy to make a decision about someone based on what we think we see, and I’ve been wrong more times than I care to admit. Judging keeps me from genuinely knowing and tuning in, not only to my students, but to anyone I’m in a relationship with. Relationship is the highest spiritual practice there is. Asking questions and really listening to the answers help me to be present, which means that I can honestly see and recognize the people around me.

I’ve had a lot of challenge in my life. Some of it I chose for myself, and some of it has been the hand I was dealt. Hard times happen, there is no doubt about that. The ebb and flow of life contains moments of great joy and expansion, and moments of deep sadness and contraction. But through yoga I’ve come to have a strong belief that life is good, and that even in the darkest times, there is a loving intelligence and order to things.”

[image: Image]

Julie’s grace and wisdom inspire me to this day. One of the best ways you can lean in to your greatness is to surround yourself with people like Julie and Hope Zvara, who will encourage you to make changes only you can make.



Hope Zvara

[image: Image]

“Yoga has taught me a lot about what I am made of, a lot about my true inner voice and how to speak it with compassion and honesty. Yoga has taught me a lot about how not to be afraid of what I have inside of me, and also to share it with those around me.

Yoga is more about what we experience off the mat than what we will ever experience on it.

Everything we experience on our mat is a mirror image for how we live in our everyday lives: how we are moving, how we are breathing, how we are acting and reacting to the things, people, and situations around us. To me, this is why we need yoga, the kind of yoga I know, the yoga that forces us to look in the mirror, see who we are, and then asks us to make a change only we can make. That change, that is the yoga that I know. That mirror has restructured my thinking from self-destructive, self-denial, and self-hate to self-love, self-respect, and self-discovery.

Yoga also teaches you to act in a yogic way, a nonharming, mindful, purposeful way. My yoga mat, however, has become my place to step back and take a breath. It has been a place for my body to become toned and flexible and strong, but what is a physical body without a healthy soul and mind?

Before yoga, I had been in battle with myself through depression, addiction of various kinds consisting of a cocktail of eating disorders, drugs, alcohol, self-loathing, and thoughts of suicide because I didn’t think I was worthy. Yoga brought back my self-worth, my zest for life. Yoga reminded me that there was and still is purpose for me. Yoga forced me in a very powerful and present way to face my fears, my anxieties. Yoga made me face . . . myself.”

[image: Image]

Have you ever noticed that, when something is on your mind, you see synchronicities? I didn’t know anyone when I lived in Pittsburgh who had the courage to share the trauma in their life. Many people experience trauma, as you’ll see with Ananda Tinio, but most are reluctant to share, for a variety of reasons. Here, though, she shares a tendency I knew all too well: self-criticism.



Ananda Tinio

“Yoga healed me when I was most broken and vulnerable, and in the constant connection it gives me with others, it continues to heal me.

I experienced a series of traumas culminating in a nervous breakdown. I found myself at Laughing Lotus Yoga Center every day, weeping silently, wanting the fellowship, but running away at the first hint of conversation. Until slowly, I came into the fold.

Yoga’s requisite self-investigation has enabled me to hone in on the crux of my internal struggle and root cause of personal suffering: I do not trust my inner voice.

A punitive critic presides over my mind that dominates my internal monologue and debilitates action, freedom, creativity, and happiness. I have no faith that answers exist inside of me, so I seek external validation, looking for external cures for the internal malady of spiritual impoverishment. Somewhere along the timeline of my life, I picked up messages from family, culture, etc., and internalized feelings of inadequacy. These internalized feelings developed into deep-seated, subconscious beliefs, giving birth to that cruel inner critic that serves to discount the truth and validity of my own experience and intuition.

My root feelings of unworthiness played out in the dramas of chronic substance abuse, self-mutilation, an eating disorder, anger, depression, divorce, and disastrous interpersonal relationships; the positive consequence of such behavior was a long, circuitous journey of recovery leading to yoga.

[image: Image]

Over the years, yoga practice has taught me to detach from the relentless barrage of negative thoughts, helping me gain perspective and awareness with regard to over-identifying with self-criticism. I remind myself not to believe everything I think, but the critical voice fights hard to survive. Yoga has taught me that happiness (true, unadulterated happiness) is also a choice that requires constant work and cultivation (of authenticity rather than false positivity), discipline and vigilance, and personal accountability. I am ultimately responsible for my own rehabilitation, peace, and happiness.”

[image: Image]

When you find yourself repeating old patterns, get to your yoga mat. Get to a class that resonates with you. I would have loved to have met Ananda or Cindy Lusk when I was suffering, to be able to relate to someone. Smile in the understanding that you are not alone. We understand you.



Cindy Lusk

[image: Image]

“Many seeds are planted in the garden of our life. Some seem to drift in from elsewhere, some we plant ourselves, and yoga philosophy tells us some are like seeds dormant from last year’s garden. Some seeds grow as the conditions are right and we actively nurture them or unconsciously encourage them. Or they may be dormant for many years, until the circumstances are just right for them to sprout.

So it is with yoga. You have a choice about what you cultivate in the garden of your life. If you pause to consider and carefully choose, you can plant a seed that could change the whole trajectory of your life.

The conditions must be right for that seed to take hold. Yoga asana is an entryway. It is a way to engage our life force, our prana. It is also a context in which we can start to watch our minds. On the mat, we can observe how our habitual thought and behavior patterns emerge: how we work with pain and frustration. Do we listen? Are we competitive, or do we give up too easily?

As we start watching our minds and bodies, we begin to become more present. Some space emerges—the witness, the Seer, is there to facilitate the pause. We observe how the seeds begin to sprout, and we see that we have a great deal of freedom to pause and consciously decide: Which seeds do we want to cultivate? Can we take responsibility for the garden of our life?

Everything now present in our lives is there because we participated in cultivating it. Learn to pause and choose which seeds to plant and consciously tend in your garden.

Do you feel connected? Do you sense there is more to your life? Through practice, you can learn to exercise your freedom and cultivate the garden of your life that brings more connection, creates more beauty into the world, yields more love, and reflects your heart’s truest desire.”

[image: Image]

Looking back, I now see that I had seeds ready to sprout, but because they were under my mounds of despair, I was unable to see how I had participated in cultivating the situation I was in. Fear kept me from cultivating my own happiness. I had given up on myself.

Living in fear sucks. If you need help, reach out, tell someone. You’re not alone. There are varying degrees of fear. Even subtle degrees of detachment, lack of accountability, or “tools” like excessive busyness could be keeping you living a fear-based life. The hard part is taking that first step. Once you have, the Universe will conspire to help you. It’s important to remember that there are people, resources, and organizations that can help. Once you’ve gotten clear about needing help, yoga could be one of many tools you use to heal and design a life in which you can thrive.

When you find yourself amidst your own wakeup call, yoga is a proven tool that helps. It’s also important to understand your options for charting your path forward, or adjusting it if you’ve hit a roadblock. So, looking back, here is some warrior wisdom I gleaned from my experience:

1. Before blurting out something that could potentially impact the rest of your life, consult with someone: an attorney, clergy, or a local support group.

2. Call a friend or a family member, and ask for a confidential conversation. If you know someone in a similar situation, all the better. If you’re afraid that no one will understand or believe you, sit down right now at your computer and search your situation in the form of a question. There are plenty of confidential resources out there for you.

3. If you want to change your life, first consider that you can.

4. If you’re stressed, yoga, even just yoga breathing, will calm you. Or you can go for a walk. Take a shower. Yell. Stomp your feet. Scream. Tell yourself, I can do this.

5. Place your hand over your heart. Breathe. Be okay with however you are in this moment.

6. If you’re feeling overwhelmed with where you’re at in your life, someone else has been there before. Make a conscious choice to reflect on the wisdom of others if you have not developed the ability to trust your own intuition.


CHAPTER 2

Getting on the Road

So, where was I? Oh yes, on my husband’s jet, off to my treatment center to solve my issues and, in the words of my husband, get fixed. But right now, I had more important things on my mind.

For the duration of the flight, I worried over my daughters, who were fifteen and seventeen at the time. What had they been told, and how would my husband spin things? What were they thinking? Who would look out for them in my absence? Would they be all right?

Without doubt, my greatest life achievement has been bringing two wonderful girls into this world. My principle desire remains for their utmost happiness and well-being. Having them, however, was not an easy road.

Early in our marriage, I had a miscarriage without knowing I was pregnant. Only then did I start striving for a family; I guess I had assumed it would just happen. After trying for many years (five long years spent seeking out every infertility doctor and treatment known to man), we found out the “problem”: my husband. As soon as they fixed him, I got pregnant.

It should have been the happiest time of my life, but two things happened in rapid succession. First, my insurance company cancelled my policy because I was “infertile.” We had no money, and I think the stress of having a pregnant wife with no medical insurance broke my husband in some way. Second, when I had my first bout of morning sickness, and my ever-present smile and can-do attitude waned, my husband looked me right in the eyes and said, “Millions and millions of women have had children. Don’t think you’re doing anything special.” I knew then that I had serious trouble.

But the last thing I wanted was a repeat of my childhood, this time me being the single mother, uneducated and struggling financially like my mother. At eighteen, I tried to put myself through school but had struggled to keep it all together, while holding down multiple jobs and a full course load. Several universities and countless wasted credits later, I finally quit. So, I dismissed his attack and focused on my quest to bear a healthy child. Because of his snide remark, I set out to prove to my husband and the world that I was neither flawed nor useless as a woman.

I ultimately had two beautiful, healthy girls, both of whom fill my heart with joy and completeness. I loved raising them and all those special solo times we shared. I often replay in my mind the memories of them playing at the park, sleepovers, soccer games, making pancakes, and driving them to piano lessons. I loved teaching them how to read, ride a bike, be kind to others, and pursue their passions.
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