



[image: image]







SIT WITH LESS PAIN




[image: ]




“Jean Erlbaum’s book is a true blessing for everyone who has a body. Everyone should own this amazing book.”


—Melissa Myozen Blacker, coeditor of The Book of Mu


“Whether you spend your days in the temple or in the boardroom, Sit with Less Pain is the perfect companion guide to remaining comfortable and pain-free. A must-have for everybody who sits!”


—Willa Miller, coauthor of The Arts of Contemplative Care


RELIEVE AND RELEASE THE STIFFNESS THAT COMES FROM PROLONGED SITTING—AT A DESK, BEHIND THE WHEEL, OR ON A MEDITATION CUSHION—WITH THESE EASY-TO-FOLLOW EXERCISES.


Anyone who sits for long periods knows the discomfort of cramping joints and aching backs; free yourself from pain with this beautifully illustrated guide. The book is organized anatomically, helping you to immediately focus on the part of the body that causes you pain: tense shoulders, stiff knees, sore hips, etc. For readers who have mastered the individual stretches and want a more intensive experience, Sit with Less Pain also includes instructions for sequences that combine several exercises into a flowing series of movements.


Gorgeous, clear illustrations and lay-flat binding—which lets the book stay open at the proper page—will help you perfect the poses. Also included are variations on stretches that can be done seated in a chair, for those who are wheelchair-bound or just feel more comfortable sitting.


“Not only do my eyes see the beauty in this much-needed book for meditators and anyone who sits on any chair, my heart is happy that we finally have this well-mapped-out guide. Thank you, Jean!”


—Lakshmi Voelker, founder of Lakshmi Voelker Chair Yoga
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Jean Erlbaum, MS, ERYT, LVCYT, has been studying yoga and meditation since 1965 and has been teaching since 1972. She is certified as a teacher of several styles of yoga, meditation, and stress reduction. She has studied Zen for over thirty years and in 2012 was designated as a senior Dharma teacher by Boundless Way Zen.




To my dear friend, writing mentor, and Dharma sister Genie Zeiger (1943–2009):
Thank you for your ideas for this book, which you generously gave to me over your last few months, and for coming back to sit on my left shoulder and whispering suggestions in my ear until it was done.




The mind is like the wind and the body like the sand: if you want to know how the wind is blowing, you can look at the sand.


—BONNIE BAINBRIDGE COHEN,
Sensing, Feeling, and Action: The Experiential Anatomy of Body-Mind Centering




List of Exercises


Seated Mountain Pose


Half Lotus Position


Seiza Position


Nose Breathing


Seated Belly Breathing


Lying Down Belly Breathing


Three-Part Deep Breathing


Alternate Nostril Breathing


Rapid Energizing Breathing


Awareness of Eyes


Vertical Eye Movements


Horizontal Eye Movements


Diagonal Eye Movements


Circular Eye Movements


Eye Release


TMJ Movement and Release


Neck Stretches, Forward and Back


Neck Stretches, Side to Side


Neck Stretches, Ear to Shoulder


Shoulder Circles


Elbow/Shoulder Movements


Shoulder Stretches


Shoulder/Chest Series


Lion Pose


Final Neck/Shoulder Release


Finger/Hand/Wrist Stretches


Acupressure Arthritis Relief Hand Movements


Simple Spinal Twist on a Mat


Spinal Twist with Neck and Eye Stretch on a Mat


Rounding and Arching on a Mat


Middle Back Squeeze on a Mat


Heart / Middle Back Breath on a Mat


Cobra Pose on a Mat


Child Pose on a Mat


Leg Raises on a Mat


Locust Series


Bridge Pose


Lower Back Circles


Cat/Cow Stretching


Wagging Your Tail


Tailbone Circles


Knees to Side


Leg Over, Knees to Side


Goddess Series


Hip-Stretching Sequence on a Mat


Reclining Pigeon Pose


Fetal Pose


Simple Spinal Twist on a Chair


Spinal Twist with Neck and Eye Stretch on a Chair


Rounding and Arching on a Chair


Middle Back Squeeze on a Chair


Heart / Middle Back Breath on a Chair


Cobra/Child Pose on a Chair


Leg Raises on a Chair


Seated Backward Bend on a Chair


Hip-Stretching Sequence on a Chair


Pigeon Pose on Two Chairs


Bent Knee Twist on a Chair


Knee/Hip/Ankle Warm-Up


Leg Cradling


Bent Knee Circling


Foot/Leg Massage


Acupressure Knee-Strengthening Exercise


Stick Pose


Foot Stretches


Isometric Foot Press


Elbow/Knee Press


Leg Lifts on a Mat


Leg Lifts to the Side on a Mat


Leg Lifts on a Chair


Leg Lifts to the Side on a Chair


Half Forward Bend on a Mat


Full Forward Bend on a Mat


Half Forward Bend on Two Chairs


Full Forward Bend on Two Chairs


Cobbler Pose


Extended Cobbler Pose


Standing Mountain Pose


Standing Crescent Moon Series


Standing Warrior One


Standing Warrior Two


Standing Triangle Pose


Standing Forward Bend


Standing Yoga Mudra


Cat/Cow Stretching


Downward-Facing Dog


Standing Sun Salutation Series


Seated Mountain Pose on a Chair


Crescent Moon Series on a Chair


Warrior One on a Chair


Warrior Two on a Chair


Triangle Pose on a Chair


Seated Forward Bends on a Chair


Yoga Mudra on a Chair


Sun Salutation Series on a Chair


Body Scan


Savasana on a Mat


Savasana on a Chair


SEQUENCES


Five-Minute Sequence on a Mat


Five-Minute Sequence on a Chair


Relaxing Sequence on a Mat


Relaxing Sequence on a Chair


Energizing Sequence on a Mat


Energizing Sequence on a Chair


Sequence for Shoulders/Neck on a Mat


Sequence for Shoulders/Neck on a Chair


Sequence for Lower Back on a Mat


Sequence for Lower Back on a Chair


Sequence for Hips on a Mat


Sequence for Hips on a Chair


Sequence for Legs, Knees, Ankles, and Feet on a Mat


Sequence for Legs, Knees, Ankles, and Feet on a Chair




Foreword


I FIND IT HEARTENING that the postures and movements of hatha yoga are finally being accepted and celebrated by many Buddhist practitioners and teachers. It was not always this way; while today there are Insight Meditation centers—and even Zen centers—offering yoga during their retreats, some younger folk might not be aware that such body-centered practice was often frowned upon or even actively discouraged. In the 1970s, when I began Zen practice, my teacher told me to stop practicing yoga, adding, “Zazen is all you need to practice.”


As Jean Erlbaum, who began her practice in 1965, shares, “Yoga was seen as a serious detour from practice.” And like her, I found ways to sneak my practice in during retreats: slipping into the woods around the monastery, or doing a couple of standing postures in the bathroom during breaks. Why? Because it works! It helped me then, and it continues to support me now in my sitting practice.


The irony, of course, is that for millennia yoga was simply the practice of yoking body, breath, and mind (the original meaning of the word yoga, coming from the Sanskrit root yuj, means “to yoke”), which was just what we were attempting while sitting on our zafus. Hardly any of our teachers and fellow practitioners seemed to remember that the buddha was a yogi!


Nowadays, yoga has become mainstreamed and commodified, with an estimated twenty million Americans or more practicing it. The word yoga has become synonymous with the postures (asana) and movements of hatha yoga, a relatively recent form of yoga, which as contemporarily practiced goes back only to the turn of the nineteenth century, and it has often been divorced from its mental component. Generally, when someone says they practice yoga, what they mean is that they practice postural yoga: the physical forms. But it’s helpful to keep in mind that all authentic yoga involves the meditative awareness we cultivate in sitting meditation. When this is understood, the postural practice, as Erlbaum teaches it, “is not separate from meditation practice—it becomes the practice.”


I was very happy to see that this is her approach, as it is also mine. In fact, the reason I refer to my practice of hatha yoga as “mindfulness yoga” and not “mindful yoga” is because the emphasis is on the practice of the postures as a vehicle to cultivate greater embodied awareness. The important thing isn’t so much that a posture is done mindfully as that mindfulness is cultivated and brought to the practice of the posture. Similarly, Erlbaum writes, “By fully sinking into the specific sensations of each pose, we create the possibility of relinquishing the usual busyness of mind and expanding beyond the usual constrictions of the body, beyond the boundary of ‘this self.’”


All this is not to deny or underplay the many well-known physical benefits of hatha yoga for meditation practitioners: from stress reduction and the increasing of the efficiency of the immune system to the relief of muscle and joint pain and increasing circulatory and respiratory health. Who among us practitioners of sitting meditation hasn’t experienced sore, stiff, and painful necks, shoulders, or backs? How many of us are free of hip or knee pain or of loss of circulation in our hands or feet? Patanjali, in the Yoga Sutras, speaks about preventing the pain that hasn’t yet arisen. The practice of hatha yoga can both relieve us from current pain, and with a consistent, well-balanced practice, it can prevent future pain.


In this comprehensive practice manual, Erlbaum offers practical, easily accessible practices, including valuable instruction on proper breathing technique and detailed instruction on a vast variety of stretches and postures that can be practiced on a yoga mat or in a chair. She helpfully presents the exercises grouped for specific areas of the body from the upper body (including exercises for eyes, jaw, neck, shoulders, and upper back) through the middle body, and down to legs, knees, ankles, and feet. I am also happy to see her emphasis on the importance of relaxation as a practice. Too many students fail to understand that relaxation indeed requires active cultivation and the time to do so.


In the second half of the book, Erlbaum offers suggested pose sequences of varying lengths—with poses for both mat or chair practice. The sequences are for relaxing or energizing, as well as for targeting specific body “hot spots” of tension, discomfort, and pain. And throughout, she speaks with the compassionate and confident voice of the truly experienced teacher/practitioner who understands the life demands of a contemporary householder. I smiled when she shares having “memories of squeezing yoga sessions into my children’s nap times,” as I too am finding myself having to continually adapt my practice to my toddler daughter’s agenda!


Dogen Zenji refers to zazen as the “Dharma gate of great ease and joy.” Too often, for many practitioners, it seems like anything but! This book offers a wonderful resource for yogis who practice sitting meditation and wish to experience greater bodily ease and the joy that arises with it. It is also valuable for yogis with a hatha yoga practice who wish to cultivate sitting meditation; it presents a clear and concise manual on how to create a strong foundation for sitting by using the practices with which they are already familiar. I am appreciative and grateful to Jean Erlbaum for writing this book and to Wisdom Publications for making it available. May it bring great ease and joy to many!


Frank Jude Boccio




Introduction


IN THIS BOOK, I offer not only practical stretches to alleviate tense or achy bodies but also movements that invite the mind to anchor into the body as a form of meditation. Many of the benefits of doing yoga are well known: reducing stress by slowing and deepening the breath; calming the nervous system and relaxing muscles, ligaments, and tendons; increasing the efficiency of all the systems of the body; strengthening the immune system and bringing balance to the whole hormonal system; encouraging the flow of all bodily fluids (blood, lymph, cerebrospinal fluid, etc.). Additionally, deep breathing enhances the work of the digestive, pulmonary, and cardiovascular systems and massages all the internal organs. Many people rely on yoga to prevent or heal back or joint injury, to align and strengthen muscles and bones. Yogis have known for thousands of years that their practices have kept them healthy and strong. As more research is done in the West, the substantiated list of benefits continues to grow.


Yoga has specific benefits for those of us who spend long stretches of time sitting in meditation. There are particular parts of the body that need to be in alignment to stay flexible and strong in order to maintain a comfortable sitting practice. Many folks report achy necks and shoulders, weak middle or lower backs, tight hip joints, or excruciating pain in their knees. I have heard some meditators report loss of circulation in their hands and feet, eyestrain, or headache. We each have our weak areas and places we carry stress. The good news is that simple yoga practices can prevent and remedy many of these problems.


One of the most important benefits of yoga is its invitation into the present reality of one’s own body: what hurts, what is pleasant, one’s particular rhythms of breath and heart beat. In order to be awake, we must not just think about, not just notice, but fully enter into the sensations of knees throbbing and breath moving. Instead of avoiding the complaints of our body, we can honor each sensation as an aspect of our current reality. This allows us to see more clearly the places we hold tight and therefore gives us a greater possibility of wholly accepting and then releasing those places. The path of liberation leads us to know intimately the layer cake of related attachments of body, mind, emotions, habits, and patterns. The stretching and deep breathing of yoga give us an opportunity to recognize and either dissolve those attachments or find skillful means to meet them.


Yoga can bring us into the authentic embodiment of each moment. When we pay full attention during a forward bend, we can drop all memories of how our back has been, judgment of how it should be, worries about how it may get worse, or fantasies of how to make it better. All there is in that moment is the stretch, the breath, and any physical changes or insights as they occur. Yoga used this way is not separate from meditation practice—it becomes the practice. By fully sinking into the specific sensations of each pose, we create the possibility of relinquishing the usual busyness of mind and expanding beyond the usual constrictions of the body, beyond the boundary of “this self.”


We can create regular yoga sessions for ourselves and take the visceral awareness this practice promotes into both our formal meditations and into our everyday lives. We can cultivate a larger yoga: an ability to align with our body while sitting, walking, washing the dishes, or climbing into bed at night. We can cultivate mindfulness of what changes with each movement and of the stillness that remains even as we move through our days.


I have been teaching yoga at meditation retreats for over thirty years. The feedback I hear most often is that a body free from tension and pain allows for easier sitting and a quieter mind. Yoga can help us go beyond watching the movements of body and mind; it allows us to become “bodymind,” to embody this one thing we always are. My hope is that these stretches help you as much as they have helped me, so that we all can sit deeply and live with grace and flexibility in all circumstances.




Basic Instructions


AS YOU PERFORM the exercises in this book, listen well to your body and honor its limitations. For example, if you have untreated high blood pressure or glaucoma, you may want to skip or modify poses that ask you to drop your head forward; if you have recently had hip, knee, or shoulder surgery, you want to avoid poses that could stress the affected joints; if you are pregnant, there are some poses that are particularly helpful and others you may want to avoid. The model for some of the poses in this book, for instance, is a gorgeous woman named Sojee who modeled some poses in her fourth month of pregnancy and others in her eighth month. She modified the poses as appropriate and used propping as she needed. After the first trimester, depending on the placement of the fetus, many women feel it is best to skip poses that require lying flat on their back for more than a few minutes. Especially after the first trimester, extreme backward or forward bends or spinal twists are not recommended in order to protect the abdominal muscles.


If you have any questions about the wisdom of doing any of the stretches, please contact your healthcare provider or a certified yoga instructor. On some days you may be able to stretch more easily than other days. Please feel free to modify or skip stretches that don’t feel right. Experiment with the ways of moving that serve your body. Instead of putting yoga on a list of have-to’s and trying to fit in a set amount of poses, allow yourself to thoroughly enjoy each stretch that suits you in each session.
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Each of us has a unique anatomy, and so it’s important to honor our special needs as we engage in sitting or stretching. We may at times have to deal with various physical and emotional discomforts, but there is no reason to endure avoidable pain. For this reason, I make suggestions throughout the book of possible modifications and propping that can support you in a stretch; we can enhance our sitting practice by using props to help us sit comfortably erect. Many yoga poses are possible to do either on a mat or in a chair. If you prefer the chair versions of the poses, please make sure you have a comfortable, sturdy chair. For some poses, a chair with arms works best; in other poses, an armless chair will work better. A wheelchair that is secured and balanced is a wonderful place to practice stretches, using leg and foot rests as needed for poses.
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