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This book is dedicated to those who are on the path toward the light within, and to those who mark the way.





Author’s Note

The Unnamable

There are times in these writings where the term God is used. Please feel unconstrained by this term, which is actually a symbol and not a name at all, and feel free to translate it to whatever name you prefer: Jesus, Adonai, Elohim, Allah, Yahweh, the Divine Mother, Vishnu, your Highest Power, etc. Most good people I know wouldn’t mind being called by a different or inaccurate name, and God, being all merciful and the Lord of Love, is certainly vastly more merciful than any of us. So, I suspect that the God of love wouldn’t mind if we called him/her/ it by a different name, even if potentially incorrect. So, if God doesn’t mind, then why should we? There are so many things that God would prefer us to do with our time and energy, such as love and care for each other as instructed in all the major religious texts.

Friends, let us not quibble over what we name the unnamable; instead, let us concentrate instead on how we pronounce him/her/it with our very lives. God is in the essence of religious teachings, not in the details. As they say, “The devil is in the details.”





Introduction

We can do more with our life. We all know it, we all wish for it, but just how to do it—that eludes us. As one man describes his life, “In the morning I can’t wake up, in the day I am bored, in the evening I am tired, and at night I can’t sleep.” Even if we want to change, we’re not sure which path to take, and if we do find our way, we are usually too emotionally wounded, physically unhealthy, or mentally stressed to take the steps we know would transform our desperate life into a meaningful one.

Most of us also long to change this troubled world, but the one thing we have the most influence over is the person looking back at us in the mirror every morning. We live in fear of terrorism, but in actuality, the most devastating terrorism comes from within as we continue to sabotage ourselves. A neglected body, chaotic mind, or wounded heart will prevent us from fulfilling our destiny as much as any outside enemy.

We know that we deserve and are meant to live an inspired life that rises above mere existence—but how?

FIRST: Heal the body. With the body revitalized, you can function at a higher level in all other aspects. Learn to govern the body so the body doesn’t govern you.

SECOND: Calm the mind. The more still and clear your mind is, the better your decision-making process will be, allowing you to choose from wisdom rather than fear or desire.

THIRD: Heal your heart, your emotions. The more your heart is open and filled with joy and gratitude, the more you will enjoy life and be able to shine your light out into the world. The more light you shine into the world, the more you can help others with your very presence.

Change needs to occur simultaneously in all three aspects—body, mind, and emotions—resulting in a new state of being for which there is no price. You will begin to live a life you have always known you could live, a life with meaning, a life full of love, a life worth breathing.

The wisdom offered in this book integrates naturally with nearly all religious paths and philosophies because it does not attempt to replace them. Instead, it helps you embody your own highest ideal of life. It doesn’t ask you to change your religion; it helps you to live your faith more fully. It does this partly by teaching universal principles of virtue that echo in the sacred texts of all the world’s religions.

The primary intent is to learn to breathe the ultimate Source of Life, or Universal Intelligence—to merge with it, and to ultimately embody it. But what is the Source of Life? It is the Providence beyond names and words, beyond what our intellect can grasp, but what the heart knows intimately. People across the globe and across time have given this power various names, faces, and personalities, but we all know that the true experience of divinity is what we experience within. It is as if different people need different keys to unlock the same door. These keys, languages, and rituals open the mind and the heart and enable us to know reality beyond this world. For some it is a distant feeling of knowing and faith, while for others it’s a blazing experience they can touch and breathe. But just as there are hundreds of names for the one sun that warms this earth, I invite you to seek the sun within you, and do so without imposing a name.

One of the essential practices of our time is hatha yoga, and it is sweeping across the world at an exponential speed. Why? One might ask, “How does this exotic workout have any meaningful impact on our happiness? On our relationships? Our careers?” The ultimate power of yoga lies beyond what the eyes can see. Hatha yoga, sometimes mistaken as simply a healthy form of exercise, is indeed partly a health regime, but good health comes as a side effect of a grander intent. Its purpose is to infuse our highest ideals (or spirituality) into everyday living, into our very bodies, wherein grace, harmony, and kindness become a way of life.

This book is not an attempt to elucidate one particular branch of yoga philosophy. Volumes of books have been written on the subject of yoga. In fact, one could spend a lifetime reading the vast ocean of books that have been written about the different forms of yoga, many of which contain conflicting philosophies. There is not just one form of yoga; in fact, there are entire cultures and dogmas that have sprung forth through the centuries as people have attempted to follow various paths of yoga.

This book moves respectfully beyond the cultures and dogmas of yoga, and instead concentrates on pure and practical techniques and exercises that will lead you into yourself. For all knowledge and wisdom resides within, and that is, finally, the purpose of yoga; to help us on our journey within. This work requires no Sanskrit knowledge, no chanting to deities or reciting of mantras. These things are not wrong, and are very helpful for many, but they also are not required to transform yourself.

The insights offered in this book are found not only in yoga, but also in the wisdom of the early Christians, in seminal Buddhism, Sufi philosophy, and Taoist Qi Gong. They are all branches of the same tree. When one looks at such teachings beyond the trappings of the cultures and religious institutions that claim to possess them, one will clearly see a thread that holds the necklace of religions together. It is this thread that will be revealed in this book. The Kingdom of God is within you—this is the chief lesson of so many teachers, from Jesus to Lao Tzu. They expound that within you is where the ultimate truth resides, and it is from the core of my heart that I received the message of this book.

To people who belong to a Christian church, I remind you that God was working miracles in this world and offering great teachings to humanity for thousands of years before the coming of Jesus of Nazareth; and did so across the globe, not just in the tiny area of ancient Judea. To exclude the illuminations God gave to man in other lands and on other continents would be like discarding the Old Testament and all of its inspired teachings. Great wisdom can be found in writings across the globe and across time.

All of the techniques and insights in this book are ultimately designed to help you to finally live a meaningful and joyful life, guided by the spirit within, and to accelerate your personal evolution.

In these times of religiously motivated wars and carnage, it is clear that we must reestablish the consciousness of unity, to see our similarities over our differences, to see the multifarious religions as we do different languages of different peoples. No matter what we call the sun, it will warm us just the same. To fight over names and regional customs was clearly not the intention of the great prophets of the world. This sort of religious-based violence indicates that what is desperately missing in our modern world is humility, for a humble person would never think of ridiculing another person’s form of worship. A virtuous person sees the essence of religion and is tolerant of form. There is no need of any quarrel. We may not always be of one mind, but we can be of one heart. I have been guided from within to offer these teachings in friendship and brotherhood. May we all become teachers of peace, and teach in the only way possible: by example.
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My Beginnings

I was born in Santa Cruz, California, a twelve-pound baby with severe clubfoot. In fact, my feet didn’t even look like feet, but rather curled toes sticking out from the ends of my legs with no visible heels at all. At four weeks old, the doctors plastered both my feet in casts in the hope that the casts would guide my feet straight as they grew. I was in plaster casts or braces for a considerable part of the first six years of my life. For an active and unusually large child, this was not ideal, but I learned to endure partial confinement and immobility for great lengths of time. In yoga we call this practice tapas, and it helped me to develop a high tolerance for pain and a deep patience toward discomfort. After the casts, braces, and two corrective surgeries, I was able to walk fairly well, but my feet were still abnormally shaped, three sizes different from one another, and not entirely mechanically sound.

As a very active boy, I seemed to have a knack for getting injured. I broke my right femur (thighbone) at age four, which demanded a cast from foot to hip. The result on my hips from all of the immobility was that by age five, even without the casts on, I was unable to sit cross-legged. I had almost no outward rotation of my hips at all. Another significant injury occurred at age ten when I fell from a tree, breaking my elbow. The break caused me to lose 40 percent of the use of that joint—not very auspicious for a future yoga practitioner.

These initial physical setbacks did not prevent me from developing into a healthy and strong young man. By high school, I was six-foot-four and a zealous football player. Even though I was an avid and aggressive athlete, I also became an inquisitive seeker, wanting to make sense of the world around me. It was this new introspection—along with a growing empathy for others—that made me feel remorse for the serious injuries I caused to my opponents on the field. This culminated during a game when I tackled a running back, head-on, and the boy was knocked unconscious. At first the audience cheered wildly, my coach shouted praise, and my teammates slapped my back enthusiastically , but after two minutes the boy hadn’t awakened. The field grew quiet. After five minutes he was still unconscious and was taken away in an ambulance. I felt nauseated with the dread that he would never awaken again. I learned a little later that he was fine, but it left an indelible impression of the danger we all faced in the name of glory and testosterone. At the end of the season, I let the coaches know I wasn’t coming back.

I was not raised in a religious or spiritual household. My father, a pragmatist and devout atheist, regarded the notion of a spiritual quest as useless superstition. My mother, a nature lover and early feminist, was mostly agnostic. My parents did their best to instill ethical values in me and to awaken my conscience—neither would stand for lying, stealing, or boasting—but the central messages they taught me about spiritual life, by my father especially, were clear and bleak:


There is no God. 
We have no soul. 
Everything about religion and spirituality is childish superstition. 
When we die, life is over.


Therefore, I did not set foot into a church until the age of seven, when my family visited Paris. It was an unforgettable experience. The church was Notre Dame. My mother was a history teacher, so we visited the cathedral for its historical significance. The vastness and architectural beauty was incomparable to anything I had ever seen. I was absolutely dazzled by the mammoth cathedral, and my seven-year-old mind then assumed that this was what all churches must be like.

At about age fifteen I began spending a lot of time hiking in the beautiful countryside where I grew up. I enjoyed going camping by myself for several days at a time, relishing the extended periods of not speaking. Numerous sunset walks on trails near my home led to the spontaneous discovery of seated meditation on the hillsides. No one taught me to meditate; it just seemed like the most wonderful thing to do in the presence of Mother Nature’s sunsets. Of course, I kept my meditations a secret from my parents.

Around this time, several mystical experiences completely changed the course of my life. They caused an urgent questioning of the reality I had been taught by my parents and society, resulting in an ardent imperative to understand the meaning of life. Among these experiences were prophetic dreams. Having grown up with no exposure to religion at all, prophetic dreams were something that I firmly believed were impossible and ridiculous, so when I began to experience them, they shook me to my core. I was in spiritual crisis and I needed to understand how the world worked: What was I? Is there a God? And if there was, what was it?

Finding no support or guidance from my parents—who were quite certain (incorrectly) that I was dabbling with hallucinogens—I began a passionate search for understanding. There was no wise, kind teacher to lead me, but my own spirit and intellect guided me to read, with spiritual voracity, any philosophical book or sacred text I could find.

By the time I was nineteen, I had studied Taoism, both modern and esoteric Christianity, Sufism, some Buddhism, and Greek philosophy, and I was diligently practicing meditation and Qi Gong. I began to see and understand the world differently, along with the possibilities of what it meant to be a human being. What I lacked in my search was a role model, a spiritual mentor who could offer me practical guidance along the way. I had found extraordinary teachings in books, but I was looking for people who embodied such teachings. I sought out and listened to many teachers and spiritual leaders along the way, but in my heart I felt that they were proselytizers, not teachers, and in some cases, charlatans. The lack of a guide eventually left me in a very lonely and isolated place. My eyes and mind had been opened, but my heart was sad. Like a penniless, hungry man standing outside of a bakery, I could see and smell the bread through the glass, but I couldn’t eat it.

Over the next twelve years, my spiritual experiences lessened, and my searching was gradually eclipsed by an extreme sense of isolation, and this isolation needed a voice of expression. This came forth as a passion for music and writing, and I became immersed in two subsequent careers based in artistic expression; first, in music as a singer/songwriter in a West Coast rock band, and then in film, as a working screenwriter in Los Angeles.

My originally pure artistic intentions were gradually eroded by the reality of the entertainment world, and I eventually found myself living a life I never intended, immersed in a culture that was, for me, not conducive to developing a meaningful life. I experienced many of the pleasures of the world as my ego led me down its path of glory through artistic vision and a modicum of fame, and then finally to eventual financial bankruptcy and a psychological catharsis. I felt corrupted and distressed. I had a great deal of knowledge, but this knowledge did not fill my heart; it did not bring me joy or fulfillment. I was not living an authentic life, and I was fundamentally unhappy. I was thirty-four years old, and I was once again asking the same questions I had asked at age fifteen: Who am I? What is my true purpose in this life?

By Grace, it wasn’t long before I was introduced to hatha yoga and my quest was reignited. Yoga came to me like an oasis in a harsh, barren desert. It came when I least expected it, and, like Grace usually does, it arrived when I needed it most.


My Introduction to Yoga

When I stumbled upon hatha yoga nearly two decades ago, I knew well what spiritual practice was, and I knew what exercise was—but I had never seen a system that combined the two, except for Qi Gong. My first real hatha yoga experience was at a new yoga center called Yoga Works in Santa Monica, California. It was my thirty-fifth birthday, and a friend took me to class as a gift. Mistakenly, she took me to an intermediate/advanced class. I assumed that I wouldn’t like it, and that was almost correct. I struggled, sweated a lot, almost vomited from exhaustion, and fell sound asleep at the end. It was fascinating and unlike anything I’d ever imagined, but what began to happen afterward was the truly extraordinary part: I found myself in a state of mild euphoria that lasted for nearly two days.

At my birthday party that night, my friends, not knowing about the class, commented that my energy was different. My dreams that night were vivid, and I awoke the next morning in a position I hadn’t slept in since I was a child. Physically, I felt better than I had in many years. Something important had happened, and, most important, it had happened to more than just my body. Three days later I went back for more. Yoga was immediately a source of great relief to my body as it began to open and heal. Inspired, I soon started practicing four days a week.

Even at my increased rate of practice, I was still astounded at how little I could bend my body compared to others. I was so stiff it was at times embarrassing, as no posture came easily to me. But soon, I had a wonderful epiphany: I was the “stiffest” person in class, and I may always be. And for the first time in my life that became okay. I decided to give myself permission not to have to be the best or compete like I’d been trained to do in sports—compete until you win, or die trying. I knew it wasn’t possible to win this time, and I would never excel at this, but I still loved it. So, I gave myself permission to be the stiff guy in the back row, the guy who was trying hard but was kind of embarrassing to watch. I just didn’t care anymore, and it felt so good to me. This allowing felt so liberating, I believe it inadvertently accelerated my practice tenfold. By allowing myself to be a beginner, the pressure was off.

After a month of practicing I finally connected the dots and understood hatha yoga as an integral part of personal transformation. This made my practice noncompetitive and even joyful. It was amazing; I started to feel like plates of armor were being pulled off of me, creating a new sense of physical freedom. My joints were opening and my muscles were elongating, but I was also opening my stagnant energy channels and pulling open my heart center on a daily basis, especially through the breathing practice. I attribute much of my rapid transformation to learning how to breathe well early on. That is when things really started to move. Through the breathing practice I really felt the way I thought. The way my mind worked and the choices I started to make changed. This, I learned, is because as soon as your system for making choices changes, it changes the course of your life. From little decisions to big decisions, you begin to make them differently. Instead of going here, you go there. Instead of eating this, you choose that. Instead of befriending this person, you befriend that person, and so on. All those little decisions change the course of your life.

After about a year and a half of practicing six days a week, I’d sit outside the studio for a while on an old sofa. It was usually around sunset, and the light was often a gold and salmon glow. On one memorable evening in November, the air was quite cold, but I sat in peaceful serenity. I found myself totally content to sit quietly without the company of another, with nothing to say to anyone, regardless of the position of my body in terms of comfort or temperature. I had no appetite for anything. It wasn’t that I was trying to curb my appetites; it was just that I found I didn’t need as much stimulus to be content and happy. On this cold November evening, the implications of this came thundering into my mind.

If I have no appetite—it is because I am already full. If I have no desire to go anywhere—it is because I have already arrived.


I was experiencing a new sense of being, of completeness. The next thought that arrived was: If I could prolong this being/feeling by practicing regularly, I would need fewer and fewer things/activities/ social interaction/stimulation, because I simply wouldn’t desire them. It became suddenly clear why or how the ascetics I had read about gave up the material world. Renunciation isn’t deprivation; it is simply a state of continuous non-appetite—non-craving. I do not eat donuts—not because I deprive myself, but because I do not desire them. Simple.

The value I suddenly placed on my practice was astronomical. It’s what could be described as drastically lowering one’s overhead, causing windfall profits. In business, when one spends less, the result is more profit. My life/energy profit margin was skyrocketing because my desire/craving/grasping was radically diminishing. You could say that I was mostly “full,” much of the time. This caused me to stop focusing on what I desired in life, since I was usually full, and instead focus on answering the question, “Who am I?” The distractions of craving/wanting were diminishing, so my ability to see was increasing. As I began to see who I truly was, I then tried to learn to manifest that. I committed myself to living what I called an authentic life, and I weighed the value of everything in this world against the value I had discovered within.

I had a renewed spiritual imperative, and I was determined to weed out any part of my life that I felt was not authentic or aligned in integrity. The practice affected me so deeply that my friends noticed the positive changes in both my body and behavior; however, most of them were still reluctant to attempt yoga themselves. They had the usual reasons: They did not have enough time, or it was too expensive. I explained that if I took the time for yoga each day, I found more meaning and happiness in the other hours of the day. As for being too expensive, I would reply that being unhappy and living in fear is expensive. Being a physical wreck is expensive. Lying sleepless at night wracked with worries is expensive. Destroying your relationships is expensive. Needing to take medications to function is far too expensive. These things cost you your life. In my eyes, yoga was the bargain of a lifetime.

As my vision burst open through yoga, it became a system of embodiment for all of my studies and experiences, both spiritually and philosophically. Finally, my heart learned what joy was, and I felt my spirit heal from within. Since then, my life has continued to grow toward the light, like a plant reaching toward the sun.







ONE

The Yoga Revolution

We live in a unique time in history, both promising and ominous. As technologies continue to develop at an unbelievably increasing speed, it seems mankind is not maturing nearly fast enough to adapt. And so we find ourselves in a global crisis. Billions of people now covet the industrial world’s wealth and are replicating its system of modern consumerism as rapidly as possible. But what they are ignoring, perilously so, is the fact that as materially well off as the West is, we are also chronically living what Henry David Thoreau coined “a life of quiet desperation.” In America alone, over 40 million people, rich by the rest of the world’s standards, exist on antidepressants and antianxiety drugs, while over 80 million people use sleep aid drugs. And if the emerging nations obtain the wealth and technology they desire, it is likely they will discover the same shocking revelation that Americans have discovered: They are still not happy.

In the Western world we have more time-saving devices than any other culture in history, yet how many of us have any extra time to show for it? In America, we try to make sense of life where it is considered acceptable behavior to watch TV for four hours a day. (The average American watches four hours of television per day, which equals two months of nonstop TV watching per year.) So, then what has become of our collective nervous system? We don’t have to look far to see the answer. Americans are depressed and stressed out. How could this be in the most materially rich country on earth?

What can be deduced from this is that our careers, cars, computers, and even our flat-screen TVs will not ultimately make us happy, healthy, or safe.

In contrast to our forward surge in technology, the direction of religion worldwide continues to careen backward to the Dark Ages, more tribal than transformative. From holy wars over holy lands to holy wars in our own minds, each religious camp is flying their gang colors. Each has determined that their own Messiah of love or Prophet of peace should be pronounced the absolute. And if you don’t submit, these gangs will destroy you, despite clear instructions from their Prophet or Messiah to the contrary. Democracy and Christianity delivered in so-called smart bombs; Islam delivered in car bombs. As the world unifies economically, it is fragmenting and dividing culturally.

One of the great hopes in all this is that in the past decade there has been a huge upsurge in people embarking on self-examination. People are again asking the big question, “What is this life about?” And no matter how hard we may try to deny it, the answer we are left facing is a spiritual one. Because of this reawakening, yoga is sweeping across the globe at a dazzling speed. Many are turning to yoga not only to exercise, but also as an alternative to the experience of a spiritual gathering they cannot find in a church, synagogue, mosque, or on a Web site. The reason for this lies in the chief difference between religion and Western yoga: Yoga is usually offered in a nondogmatic format, which makes it inclusive as opposed to divisive. If one needs reminding of the perils of divisiveness, one need look no further than the morning newspaper; all family, tribal, state, national, and international warfare begins with the template of divisiveness. The lower mind first divides, then derides, and then destroys.

In my view, the reason for yoga’s nondogmatic approach to healing and spirituality is that the first purveyors of yoga who came to America wanted to make it more accessible for Westerners, so they excluded much of the traditional spiritual components. What is fascinating is that even though their intention was probably self-serving, the unintended consequence was that students were led by the practice—without dogma—to a more pure spiritual experience. This is because yoga takes one’s spiritual life and vitality into one’s body, healing it while removing stress and pain. After a time, the drugs one may have depended on to battle depression, sleeplessness, and anxiety are thrown in the wastebasket. It seems evident that the exclusion of dogma is essential for a broad outreach into humanity and that is what yoga in the West has inadvertently done.

Because of its message of healing, unity, and a simpler life, yoga may be one of the great rays of hope for our future. Why? Because yoga is being embraced primarily by college-educated, upper-middleclass thinkers and businesspeople in positions of power—the very strata of society that has the power to make the changes this world so desperately needs.

In my own experience as a teacher of yoga, I witness many white-collar businesspeople park their $85,000 cars, turn off their cell phones, and walk into a yoga room in a courageous attempt to transform their bodies and emotional states without the use of pharmaceuticals. The transformation is powerful to observe. First, they begin to detoxify and de-stress the body, and then both the mind and body begin showing signs of renewed health. Then something they weren’t expecting happens: One day, they experience a sense of calm, radiating beingness. This wondrous heart-opening consciousness triggers the profound realization that a ninety-minute, fifteen-dollar yoga class fulfills many of their essential needs, more than any of their other possessions they have worked like dogs to obtain. This life-changing insight compels them to reassess their very purpose in life: Who am I? Why am I? Where am I going?

It is my opinion that the shift we are witnessing is no less than a spontaneous, magnificent cultural/spiritual revolution. A new world culture is developing before our eyes at an astounding rate as yoga is being embraced primarily by motivated, college-educated, upper-middle-class thinkers and businesspeople in positions of power. This is no small thing, because yoga is exposing this powerful stratum of American society to radically nonmaterialistic and unifying philosophies rooted in the practice of kindness, honesty, and peace.

One of the seminal messages of yoga is that we do not need a “bunch of stuff” to make us happy; instead, yoga teaches that we already possess everything we need to be happy within ourselves. So, what we are seeing, perhaps, are the movers and shakers of modern society becoming the seekers of stillness and joy. The corporate powers do not understand this movement, as corporate ideals are often diametrically opposed to this philosophy. There is no way to sell things to a populace that already feels it has everything it needs. How can you market the philosophy of nonmaterialism? Pleasure you can sell; joy you cannot. Of course they try anyway, creating something now dubbed the Wellness Industry. But there will always be merchants outside the temples selling the doves to be sacrificed or the relics of saints to buy for worship; this seems to go with the territory.

The world at large could reap untold benefits as the core of the world’s white-collar workforce becomes more concerned with opening their hearts than filling their wallets. Any yoga teacher in the world can attest that yoga is visibly de-stressing and healing countless people each day. This new wave of peace and tolerance can be felt rising, and not just in America; the wave has now stretched across the seas to Europe, the Far East, and even the Middle East. International power cities like Hong Kong, Tokyo, Beijing, Singapore, Berlin, London, Istanbul, and Tel Aviv all offer yoga classes in impressive yoga centers. Lives are being changed, relationships healed, and souls inspired to reach beyond themselves and into the possibility of a greater world through peace, nondogmatic spirituality, and a joyous, conscious life.

For what we seek is within, and in yoga, this is where we dive headfirst.





TWO

Our Situation

There is an old story of a simple farmer who overheard some merchants discussing the concept of lowering one’s overhead in order to increase one’s profit. While plowing his field the next day the farmer was struck with what he thought was an ingenious idea to lower his overhead in order to increase his meager profits. He decided that if he didn’t have to feed his hardworking plow ox, he would reap considerably more profit. The farmer had heard of great saints who had given up food altogether and lived long lives, so, he planned to very gradually decrease the ox’s food over a year’s time until the ox learned to live on nothing but water. Almost a year later, the farmer’s plan seemed to be working smoothly: The ox did the same amount of work while eating almost no food. It eventually worked for over a week without any food at all, and the plan seemed like an astonishing success, but then the ox unexpectedly fell over and died, foiling the farmer’s plan. The farmer lamented to his friends about his bad luck; it was such a perfect idea and clearly had been working just as planned, if only his ox had lived to see the experiment through.

The farmer was somehow oblivious to the fact that the ox had died due to starvation.

This story illuminates the human condition—how we will fight to the end to prove that our ideas are right, our value system is best, and our likes and dislikes are the most supreme. The only problem is . . . we are not happy. Our cleverness, vanity, and intellectual certainty will often mask the clear fact that our life may be a disaster, yet we’ll fight to the death asserting that everyone else should think and live as we do. “Everything was perfect till the ox died”—the ox being our spirit.


EXERCISE

Answer these questions:

Is your state of health less than optimal? 
Do you feel that you are always seeking but never satisfied? 
Do you tend to be depressed? 
Do you sleep poorly at night? 
Would you say that you have a stressful life?



 Conclusion:

If you answered yes to two or more of these questions, it is time to implement a new strategy. We are in charge of our lives, and therefore must carefully examine our actions to make certain they are serving our fundamental needs and our highest ideals.

Do your actions and choices make you and your family happier, healthier, and more enlightened?

Albert Einstein once said, “The height of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.”




Finding Our True Purpose

So many of us are dismayed because we cannot seem to find our destiny—our true purpose in this life. But in order to find our purpose, we must first have a sense of who we truly are, and this is often nearly impossible to achieve. We cannot see ourselves as others see us. Because much of our emotional infrastructure is invisible to us, we must seek help from the outside. The exercise below is simple, clear, and beyond valuable. If you have the courage to listen to the truth, it will exponentially accelerate your growth. Remember: In order to embody a new perspective, you must first discard your old perspective.


EXERCISE

Choose four or five people you respect and trust, and who respect and trust you—people who know you in many aspects of your life. For example: your mate, your employer, your best friends, a teacher, or a grandparent. The task at hand is to make an appointment to meet with each in private, one at a time, for the purpose of critiquing you. I advise you not to choose someone with whom you have an emotionally triggered relationship, such as a parent or sibling, as they may not see you as you are in the present, but may be stuck on their idea of who you were as a child.




Guidelines for Those Critiquing You

Bring a notepad, or, even better, record the sessions.

Begin with, “I’d like you to tell me what you feel my strengths are. Tell me what you think I am doing well. Tell me what my talents and gifts are as you see them. Tell me how you see me in this world in terms of my life’s work—how I can be of most service to the world. Please speak of my strengths first, and then we will cover the areas where I could use some work.”

Then afterward, “Now, I’d like for you to offer some suggestions on what I could do to improve. What are my weaknesses or blind spots? Are there ways that you see me sabotaging or deluding myself? What are your suggestions on how to remedy these issues?”




Guidelines for You

You must assure those critiquing you that you will not interrupt them or become defensive. You will listen well, and record the session or take notes so you don’t forget any of the important details. If you don’t understand something you can ask them to clarify, but you must never interrupt, disagree, argue, or explain why you do things the way you do. The point of this exercise is to discover the truth as they see it. By gathering this information from a group of people you will see common themes, and it will become clear what your strengths are, as well as where you are weak or deluded about yourself.





Example: If one person says you are not dependable, you will probably dismiss this as an inaccurate opinion because your friend is (in your view) perhaps too uptight or fixated on perfection. But if five friends tell you that you are not dependable, then you must take note and listen. It is no longer one person’s opinion against yours; their assessment must be taken as fact, not opinion. You are, in fact, not dependable.

This works in the inverse as well.





Another example: If one person says you are a gifted artist and should pursue your art professionally, but you do not believe in yourself, you will probably dismiss this idea as a worthless opinion because your friend, in your view, doesn’t really know anything about art. But if five friends tell you that you are a gifted artist and should pursue your art professionally, then again, it is no longer one opinion against yours; their assessment must be taken as fact, not opinion. You are, in fact, a gifted artist, and you should get used to the idea and stop wasting your talent.





This is one of the most powerful exercises you can do to see yourself as others see you, and to learn the truth that you may be hiding from. One of the wonderful things about this exercise is how empowered you will feel afterward. It is so important to have your strengths articulated by others, to hear how and why you are respected; after this, hearing about your weaknesses isn’t as bad as it sounds. This knowledge is worth more than gold, for if we fail in this life, it is usually our own doing.

In my own experience doing this exercise, I was stunned to learn that others saw me as a natural teacher, for I did not see myself this way at all. It was only from the insistent encouragement of a few of my friends that I began teaching yoga classes. If I hadn’t done this exercise, I may never have found my calling. The exercise illuminates you, holds a lamp up to your face and says, This is who you are, who you have been. With this new knowledge you can finally learn what direction to walk in—and when you walk forward with true knowledge of your strengths and weakness, you will not fail.


Special Note

This exercise is so frightening for some people that they will never do it; this is because they don’t want to know these truths, or because they are frightened the exercise will cause rifts in their relationships.

On the contrary, I have found that this exercise strengthens relationships because each friend you ask to help you is being offered a great honor. The exercise tells them that they are highly respected and trusted by you. They feel more seen and heard by you and will be grateful for it.

I did not create this exercise; it was passed along to me by a friend who asked me to critique him. I have since gone through the process myself, developed it further, and have passed it along to many others. Everyone I know who has done the exercise has found it to be of great benefit, as long as the steps listed above are followed closely.



Know thyself. 
—Inscribed on the Temple of Apollo at Delphi










THREE

The Three Pillars of Transformation

We deserve and are ultimately destined to live an inspired life that rises above mere existence. So, why do so many fail at finding true happiness and fulfillment?

Here is an ancient analogy that vividly depicts the plight of the average person. Imagine a carriage in terrible disrepair, while the horses that pull it are half-wild. The driver is distracted and unfocused, and the passenger and owner of the carriage is a king or queen, who is asleep, dreaming he/she is a peasant.

The broken carriage represents our body, the wild horses represent our emotions, the distracted driver represents our mind, and the sleeping passenger represents our soul. Nearly all of our problems stem from chaos in one or more of these parts of ourselves. Our relationship issues, financial issues, health issues, and quality of life are largely determined by our degree of vitality and harmony in these three aspects.

So, what we need to do is:



	Repair the coach (the body)

	Train the horses (the emotions)

	Sober and focus the driver (the mind)



The result of this work is to reawaken the soul, represented by the sleeping passenger. The soul then remembers who and what he/she is and can begin to live a life fulfilled, a life worth breathing. This is the aim of this work.

The Three Pillars represent a system of self-development within these centers: mental, emotional, and physical. They are not physical centers, but aspects, or inherent personality preferences: how one thinks and what one is drawn to on a broad scale. Each person is mostly focalized in one of the three primary centers.


Archetypal Examples:

Mental—mathematician, scientist, engineer 
Emotional—artist, musician, minister 
Physical—athlete, dancer, carpenter


Each of us tends to be focalized in one of these centers and underdeveloped in the other two.

Example: Imagine a nonphysical intellectual, awkward in his feelings and in expressing emotion. This caricature depicts a type who is heavily lopsided in the mental center. While perhaps excelling in intellectual affairs and earning a good living, this type will often languish in personal relationships and health issues, ultimately feeling unfulfilled and desperately lonely.

Most of us seek and defend a lifestyle that reinforces and nurtures our type, and can tend to avoid and even ridicule the activities of other types. This is true even among spiritual seekers; all three of these dispositions live in imbalance.


Mental

It is common to see mental seekers who are on a spiritual path look down on physical exercise and dismiss it, attracted instead to scholarly pursuits and meditation. You might study sacred writings every day, even in their original, ancient language. But due to your cerebral nature, you suffer in personal relationships because of a stunted ability to articulate, express, and react to emotions. Or perhaps you meditate for an hour a day for a decade or more but because of poor posture in your sitting practice, and lack of exercise, you endure chronic pain in your lower back and knees.




Emotional

The seeker who is emotionally centered tends to turn to prayer, sacred music, and art. You may be drawn to spiritual poetry or chanting. You are often someone who is not motivated to exercise and may also suffer from food addictions due to your sensual nature. You are often not grounded and can be unreliable. Forty percent of Americans do not exercise at all, and not so coincidentally, the largest industry in the country is the health-care industry. Emotionally centered seekers can also tend toward unreasoning zeal or blind trust in spiritual leaders, even fanaticism.




Physical

Then there are those who are attracted to hatha yoga as an ultimate physical discipline which you believe will bring about a complete spiritual awakening. You often avoid emotional work or mental disciplines such as meditation as meaningless theory. Although the most physically fit of the three groups, you often display a restless nature, which results in problems with sleeplessness, anger management, anxiety, grinding teeth at night, etc. You often turn to substances to unwind.





Each one of us, although innately focused in one of these three centers, can still be quite powerful in a second center. For example, a brilliant scientist may also be a star athlete. More rarely, a very few excel in all three centers. When someone achieves this, there seems to be almost no limit to his or her capabilities. These extraordinary people are sometimes referred to as Renaissance men and women, such as Leonardo da Vinci or Hildegard von Bingen, and are the most balanced and integrated among us.

The Three Pillars of Transformation offers a system of integration that brings into balance all three centers. This requires us to develop strength where we are weak and flexibility or openness where we are congested—in body, mind, and emotions. As long as we are imbalanced, our lives and our spiritual path will be hindered by our own nature.

When I was the director of Sacred Movement Yoga in Los Angeles, California, we often hosted luminaries from a variety of spiritual lineages. We had leaders from various branches of Buddhism, Sufism, and, of course, hatha yoga. On the evenings of the events I would watch as over a hundred people would file in to be in the presence of these excellent and rare teachers. It was most interesting to notice certain commonalities in the posture, level of bodily health, and mannerisms of the audiences of these different lineages.

For example, the Buddhist audiences seemed calm and quiet. Their discipline of meditation was apparent, as they were able to sit quietly on the floor for long periods of time. But also, as a whole, they tended to be subdued and aloof. Physically, their bodies seemed inflexible, even hardened, with a slouching posture. Those over forty years old revealed overall poor health.

The yoga students tended to have excellent posture and excellent health, but were more restless and less well-mannered than the Buddhists. The yogis could sit without discomfort, but because their minds were restless, this caused their bodies to fidget more. Their minds were not as disciplined as their bodies.

The Sufis appeared noticeably more joyful and friendly than the yogis or Buddhists. But the Sufis seemed to be the most restless of the three groups, and like the Buddhists, they were not in optimal health. Many had trouble sitting on the floor at all and required chairs.

It was clear to me that these three branches of spirituality have much to learn from each other. What was also clear is how important yoga is to enable and empower our other practices: breathing, meditation, rituals, and daily life itself.


EXERCISE

Survey yourself and determine which type you are. If unsure, ask people who really know you and whom you trust. Then study the ways that you reinforce your way of living and thinking and ways which you negate others.



Example #1: It could be that you are an intellectual who hates exercising. So, the therapy for you would be to exercise. The fear of the ego is that exercise will make you feel weak and awkward, but after a short time the converse is true: It will make you more whole, and therefore stronger and healthier. Becoming stronger and healthier will make you happier, lengthen the duration and quality of your life, and even improve your mental facility. Without health we are (or will be) in a perpetual state of suffering.

If it is within your power to heal, then you should make all effort to do so. If your mind is a jet engine but your body is a run-down 1969 Volkswagen bus, then the jet engine will be unable to make you fly.

Example #2: Perhaps you identify yourself with a spiritual group or religion, but in actuality, you have never thoroughly studied the book espousing your religion. You “skimmed it.” Nevertheless, you are certain that every word in it is true and you are considered a bit militant when discussing your views. The fear of the ego is that questioning the teachings you have adopted, thinking them through in a logical way, will make you feel frightened and lost, but after a short time the converse is true: Knowledge gives you power, and it will make you more secure, and therefore less defensive or reactive.

Example #3: Perhaps you practice yoga on the mat for two hours a day, six days a week, but you avoid practicing breathing or meditation. The first makes you feel vulnerable, and the second makes you feel restless. You realize you are addicted to movement as a way to process feelings and thoughts, but perhaps you also use movement to escape from some feelings as well. Dedicating yourself to a meaningful breathing practice may be just the tool for you to learn more about your hidden emotions, and to learn to be still. Processing the hidden emotions may bring you more inner peace and end the chronic restlessness. This stillness will allow you to finally meditate without disturbance.


	■ HATHA YOGA is a spiritual path and branch of yoga that focuses on attaining mastery over the physical body, emotions, and mind. It is based on ancient teachings primarily rooted in Tantra, and its purpose is to help people escape the cycle of suffering, death, and rebirth, and to achieve Moksha. Moksha can be described as the ultimate Liberation from all worldly existence and total God realization. Common hatha yoga practices include postures, breathing exercises, meditation, ethical conduct, and the study of scriptures.
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