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  FOREWORD

  By Yogiraj Alan Finger

  Through her experiences of life in many ways and long-term studies of Yin Yoga, Ulrica has come across a brand new concept of Yin Yoga that I am very pleased to have had a part in by encouraging her and developing this concept with her. I have contributed with my guidance, experience, and expertise, and I fully support this amazing growth.

  In our many talks and conversations, Ulrica started to tell me about the art and practice of Yin Yoga and her own experience around adding in ISHTA kriyas into her practice. I inquired more, as I had little reference to this approach to yoga. The more she showed and shared with me about Yin Yoga, the more I felt in my own body that this is a phenomenal way of bringing you to yoga’s utter goal: meditation. Since you are holding the poses for several minutes, focusing on your breath, it targets the fascia and calms the nervous system. Kriya is the yoga of the subtle body and its integration is what makes Ulrica’s practice of yin so unique. It is a perfect vehicle for one to use to attain better health, a richer life, and more overall well-being. It brings us out from a world where we are controlled by the mind and senses and back to our essence. When we experience yoga, we are more in tune with what we need to live a life more in balance with the true self and in alignment with the environment around us.

  Through the addition of an ISHTA perspective and especially the kriya techniques, I personally believe Yin Yoga will evolve to an entirely new level, as they are the vehicles through which we can connect back to spirit. Kriyas also inherently align the physical and the subtle body so it is the safest way to practice yin. In her practice as well as in this book, Ulrica does it in such a graceful and delicate way.

  In the fast, modern times of today, it is so easy to lose track of one’s direction, needs, and self-worth, which often translates to a more extroverted (rajasic) life, usually followed by poor health and unhappiness. As yogis, this tendency also aﬄicts our practice when it becomes a quest for perfection, wants, and urges. The yoga run by the fluctuations of the mind, rather than a yoga practice that focuses on quieting the mind, is feeding our imbalanced patterns rather than coming back to spirit, where one’s true health lies.

  That is why Hatha yoga is such a powerful tool. But we need both aspects of Hatha; HA (solar) and THA (lunar) and, therefore, Yin Yoga is a fantastic tool in integrating the tha aspects of our practice so we can build a more balanced practice.

  Ulrica shares her background in an open and transparent way, which is refreshing in a yoga book. I believe this book to be a wonderful inspiration and an additional tool for any yogi on the path to a more individually adapted yoga practice.

  Hari Om Tat Sat,

  Namaste,

  Alan Finger

  November 2013

  New York, New York
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  AN INTRODUCTION

  
    “In yoga, if tapas (‘heat, or eﬀort’) has to do with discipline, commitment, intention to break patterns and purification, Svadhyaya (‘self-study’) has to do with self-reflection and the journey into who we truly are. Ishvara Pranidhanem (‘surrender of results,’ or ‘relationship with the divine’) talks about attitudes and it manifests in the way we handle situations.”

    —Gary Kraftsow,

    Yoga for Self-Transformation

  

  During the last century, we have undergone massive changes in the way we lead our lives. Especially in the Western world, individuals are experiencing higher levels of stress and less physical movement. This is true in both small towns and large cities and for young and old alike. Many European governments have implemented investigations and commissions to study the phenomenon of stress. Some countries have noticed a great increase in people on sick leave due to stress. They have also found that many new illnesses are appearing, all related to psychosocial problems. And every day we hear people talk about depression, exhaustion, and burnout.

  Life in the Modern World

  Despite advances in medicine, government, and social structure, individuals are experiencing more stress, demands, pressure, and insecurity than ever. Many of us are so absorbed in our highly competitive and fast-paced lives that we are missing out on really living and rarely pay attention to what is happening to us. When we can’t keep up any more, we fall. Fall out of health, into despair, and out of our social support systems. We give up, and our bodily systems fail since they are not programmed to keep going twenty-four hours a day. Our systems need to pause and reboot.

  If we were to travel back in time to the beginning of the twentieth century and read newspaper clippings and reports from medical doctors and psychiatrists, we’d see a similar phenomenon that these experts called neurasteny—nerve weakness due to an undermined and compromised lifestyle. The weakness comes from living your life in a very stressful way, straining the nervous system due to too much physical or mental work, or burdening it with little or no rest. This leads to a lack of energy and motivation. They described it as the “Turn of the Century disease” and claimed it was caused by industrialization. More than a century has passed and we are still suﬀering from the same symptoms.

  The underlying reason for the increase in illnesses like diabetes, migraines, ulcers, skin diseases, hypertension, and digestive imbalances has a lot to do with too much tension in body and mind. Modern medical science is desperately trying to tackle this in many ways, but it can’t seem to catch up. This is because the real problem does not lie in the body alone; it has its origins in humanity’s changing ideals, in our ways of thinking and feeling. If there is a diﬀusion of ideals and energy, how can we expect to be in harmony in our bodies and minds?

  Our world’s biggest problem is not poverty, drugs, fear of war, or hunger. It is tension. All kinds of tension lead to all kinds of imbalances and insecurities. If one knows how to free oneself from tension, one has the solution to one’s problems in life. If you are able to balance your tensions, you then automatically learn how to balance your emotions, anger, and passions.

  Yogic philosophy as well as modern psychology sum up three basic types of tension that are responsible for all the agonies in modern life. These are Muscular tension, Emotional tension, and Mental tension (I will cover these in more depth in chapter 2). Through the art and practice of Yin Yoga, these tensions can be progressively reduced. Yin Yoga focuses on the fascia, the type of tissue that holds us together. Fascia is the soft tissue component of the connective tissue that provides support and protection for most structures within the human body, including muscle. Fascia is what gives us our form and what makes it possible for us to work our amazing bodies in the ways we do.

  The fascia is interlinked with our nervous system and our brain through what’s called tensegrity, or “The Architecture of life.” Tensegrity indicates that the integrity of a structure—in this case, the human body and mind—derives from how all parts are wired together, not how they are stacked. We have fascia everywhere, and our nervous system is enclosed in fascial membranes and continues as nerve sheaths to every corner of the body. Thus diﬀerent types of strain or tension aﬀect the structure in diﬀerent ways. From a yogic perspective, you could say we are wired together by spirit, and if spirit is limited in its expresssion, the prana, or life force, will be disrupted, and there will be less freedom for energy to move. Yogis would say that that interrupted prana flow in the mind or body equals less flow in life. Freer flow of prana equals better flow in life. I will talk further about the fascia and its relation to yoga practice, in particular Yin Yoga, in chapter 2.

  Vita Contemplativa

  In the Middle Ages, a balanced life was referred to as la dolce vita—the sweet life—and it consisted of three aspects. First, you needed to have vita activa; an active and social life thriving from work, crafts, or trade. Second, you needed good sleep. Third, you needed vita contemplativa, a contemplative life. This third, more meditative aspect of life was regarded as very important, and it involved time spent alone and in nature. Thomas Aquinas was an Italian Dominican friar and priest commonly known as a natural theologist. His influence on Western thought is considerable, and much of modern philosophy stems from his ideas. He believed that a life led in contemplation is much more valuable than a life full of activity.

  Since the start of civilization, we have emphasized the active life (yang) in some cultures and the contemplative life (yin) in others. Now we have the opportunity to explore both and find the appropriate balance between the two. But how do we find time to figure out what we need when everything around us is spinning so fast? Life today doesn’t oﬀer natural breaks. We eat lunch on the go and are constantly online or communicating on phones, laptops, or iPads. We may even try to do yoga while doing these other things. But to achieve deep relaxation and mental ease, we need a practice where we can turn our senses inward and quiet down. A more yin-based complementary practice is much needed in the life of the modern human and yogi.

  The Swedish mysticist Hjalmar Engström describes three steps to stillness:

  
    “The first step is to withdraw from the world outside, from everything external, and come into rest. The second thing is to withdraw from your inner desires, even the desire to be still. The third stage is just to be the stillness, which is like a sabbath. This restful sabbath is the source of all things. And when one becomes befriended with this source, it follows her wherever she goes and she becomes free.”

  

  Life Happens

  When I was younger, I worried about who I was, what I wanted to do with my life, and where I wanted to live. I yearned for more space and more freedom. I sometimes felt trapped in my emotions and thoughts and by the normatives in Sweden where I lived. I wanted to go out and explore the world. I did what I knew and mastered well: doing. I was always doing more, always trying harder and never stopped to honor myself and my achievements. Eventually I felt the need to change my perspective, sensing that whatever it was I was looking for would follow. So I did. I left my native Sweden at the age of seventeen to go to the United States as an exchange student.
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  There, I found praise for being me, for what I did and for trying to evolve in more ways than just the academic way. That was very diﬀerent than what I was used to growing up in Sweden. There, the norm was to be not too much and not too little—just average. At that time in my life, I found that unclear, uninspiring, and not fulfilling. I wanted to explore the edges of existence to know what was out there. Therefore, America was very good for me. I had to work really hard in school, sports, and life, which I loved, and I felt I was recognized for doing so.

  I finished high school, went back to Sweden, and got my diploma there as well. In little over a year’s time, I was back in the United States again, this time in New York City. I was about to embark on a spiritual journey through the encounter with meditation and yoga and that would change everything. All of a sudden, I found the tool belt I had been looking for to evolve deeper.

  Finding a Sanctuary

  It was New York and the early 1990s, and I was young and had just gotten out of a relationship that was very destructive. I ran from that man, terrified, bruised, and battered; he abused me both physically and mentally. I fled as far as I could, to where I could heal and rebuild myself and go on with my life. I wanted to choose my life, my truth, and my path. In the United States I had friends that loved me for me and who inspired me to open my mind, heart, and life to new experiences. And so my spiritual journey began.

  My first meditation teacher, a Zen master in the Lower East Village, told me that everyone has a unique potential and capacity. He told me that I should be honored to be me and move through life appreciating what I have rather than chasing after things formed by my imagination and restless mind.

  I have always loved freedom, searched for it, dreamed of it, and adored it, believing it is a birthright to all humans, so when he said, “Learn how to still the mind and do what you can with what you have and you will be free,” it really resonated with me. It still would take me years to develop the confidence and inner security to believe in myself and my capabilities.

  The Inquiry Never Stops

  I embarked on the path of yoga through studies in Zen Buddhist meditation. Meditation brought me to yoga through Sivananda yoga. Then years followed exploring styles like Jivamuktiyoga, Ashtanga Vinyasa yoga, Poweryoga, Vinyasayoga, Iyengaryoga, and Anusarayoga. In 2003, I started to study more Viniyoga, yoga therapy, Tantra, and Yin Yoga through many fantastic teachers all around the world.

  Many years of studying yoga, meditation, personal growth, being lost, being found, being mindful, being hurtful, doing right, and doing wrong finally got me on the right track. A lot of thanks go to Yin Yoga; a practice that bridges the active with the passive gracefully and was a way for me to start yielding, accepting, and nurturing my spirit. Here I found the piece of the puzzle I was missing; the mind–body connection from a more subtle energy perspective; and a way to move into stillness and heal from tensions of life.
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