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This book is dedicated to the students who have taught me so much.






INTRODUCTION

Life happens, and then somewhere along the way, it catches up to us, and we find that our body doesn’t function with the same ease that it did in our youth. Nobody can avoid the effects of time and gravity and various traumas that occur over a lifetime. I’m no exception. I am not an inherently flexible person. My gains have come by experimenting with my body and turning injuries and setbacks into healing opportunities. I have opened my heart to the classroom of life, and it has shown me a revolutionary way to peace, health, and mobility. This book aims to convey my discoveries so that you may live more comfortably and fully in your body.

Many will agree that yoga has a component that goes beyond stretching the body. For me, the real changes have come with stretching my mind. In Avita, we don’t stretch or push the body at all. As you will learn, it’s not so much what we do but how we do it.

At the age of twenty-two, I fell in love with the physical and spiritual practice of yoga. Decades later, I found myself searching for ways to recover from a ski accident that severely impacted my hip. The yoga, the PT, the massage, the exercises—none of them would relieve the pain, and at the young age of fifty-one, a doctor told me that a hip replacement was in my future. This book is a result of my determination to find a better way.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, yoga would become a means to heal my mind. It was the summer of 1985, and yoga breathed fresh air into my life. It got my attention, and something inside said, Stay with this. There is an ocean of knowledge waiting for you. Heartfelt intuition speaks to us soft and whisper-like, an inner tickle. The seed was planted, and after my first class, I asked the teacher, Dr. Norman Allard, “What is yoga?” He said it means “to join.” I thought to myself, That’s odd. If yoga means “to join,” why do we spend so much time pulling ourselves apart? For me, the definition did not match the practice. And there began my spiritual journey. Only later did I realize the power and importance of the question, “What does it mean to join?” Most people equate yoga with stretching and the belief that you must be flexible to do it. Many feel that if they can’t, they shouldn’t. But what good is that? If yoga means “to join,” what’s missing in our interpretation? Shouldn’t joining be something everyone can do?

Our childhood roots play a requisite and often unpredictable role in future endeavors. The son of a veterinarian, I grew up on a small ranch in rural Gunnison, Colorado, where work and play were synonymous. I enjoyed my responsibilities, loved the land, appreciated the local people, and developed an affinity for looking after small and large animals.

Whether it was a cow, a calf, or a fence, it had to be tended and mended. I had my hands on everything. I assisted with countless surgeries and saw the inner workings of many different animals. I felt moving lungs and beating hearts, sometimes as life left the body. I watched in awe once as my dad performed CPR on a colt, slamming his body weight into its chest, giving it mouth-to-nostril resuscitation, and bringing it back to life. I watched him stitch torn muscle tissue and pin bones back together in dogs and cats that were hit by cars. I assisted with so many spays that I begged him to switch roles with me, but for obvious reasons, he never obliged. I learned firsthand how fragile bodies are and saw life come and go regularly. These were the years I learned to care.

At some point in our journey, we realize there are no mistakes. There may be injuries, but no mistakes. Everything is perfectly designed to help us awaken and heal if we allow ourselves to be truly helpful—a perspective that also brings purpose to all we do.
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I adored my uncles and my dear dad. They had an uncanny sense of humor, probably necessary to get them through life’s challenges. They, especially my dad (on the right), inspired me in countless ways.



I never imagined my life would revolve around yoga, but looking back, I could not have asked for a better foundation for a career in yoga. My childhood was the perfect backdrop that led to the circumstances, insights, and creation of Avita Yoga. Watching the effects of time and gravity on my uncles and dad inspired me to find a way to stay upright and mobile. I developed an excellent understanding of anatomy and physiology at an impressionable age, but inner guidance would not let me pursue a medical degree. I wanted to preserve my autonomy and felt my education and life function would be found outside of the medical world. Integrating yoga with the body’s healing physiology and the mind’s unlimited curative power has been a lifetime of joyous work.

In the early 1990s, a knee injury led me to discover, benefit from, and train to become a certified Rolfer™. The training was life-changing and set me on a course for Avita Yoga. It was fascinating to learn in the shadows of a pioneer like the late Ida Rolf, PhD, and see how injury, gravity, and psychology impact the human body—how it can become structurally disorganized over time.1 I learned how the caring use of hands, fingers, thumbs, and elbows could reorganize the body’s connective tissues and help it become more structurally integrated. I learned to recognize bodily disorganization, identify unhealthy movement patterns, and see the parts that lack healthy movement. I soon realized you can’t just “do yoga” or stretch your way into better structure, because we unwittingly move in the patterns we’re trying to resolve. The restrictions and patterns follow us until we isolate and undo them. An organized body functions better in countless ways. Additionally, Rolfing Movement® was a way to further develop hands-on work and see the results through a movement-reeducation process. Along the journey I learned how to empower clients to own and incorporate these positive results into their lives.

This chapter of my life profoundly impacted me and reshaped my understanding of yoga. I discovered that when I worked on people in a specific yoga shape, the results would come quicker and last longer. It worked even better for those willing to practice a few suggested yoga shapes at home or attend the twice-weekly yoga classes I taught out of the old Rolf Institute® at 302 Pearl in Boulder. It was during these years between 1994 and 1999 that I realized I enjoyed teaching and had developed a knack for reducing complex ideas to simple, understandable terms.

In 2009, a series of harrowing personal losses humbled me to my knees. Ego-pride had taken over, and everything that had seemed to go my way was suddenly turned upside down. The inner pain was so profound that no outer help could touch it. And so, for the first time, I prayed at an equally deep level.

Help came in the form of small but meaningful turnarounds, and in the fall of 2010, the answer I needed arrived through a dream that blew my heart open. It felt like a direct experience with perfect Universal Love. Everything changed, and as problems became opportunities to heal, they disappeared. I perceived the world in a whole new way. I heard a new and loving inner Voice saying, Write. I listened and followed.

I wrote every day as healing thoughts of universal truth poured through. I would sit with my friend Gene Langlois weekly to share and refine the words. In March 2014, we published The Yoga Mind: The Yoga Sutras According to a Course in Miracles.

Two years earlier, driving south on Broadway in Boulder, my wife, Lori, had broken the silence with a question. “If a place in south Boulder were available to open a yoga studio, would you want to?” I quickly scanned south Boulder in my mind, determined that no such place existed, and replied, “Yes.” Say yes to the universe, and it will respond, and sure enough, days later, Lori found what became Yoga Loft, a most beautiful yoga studio with amazing views of Boulder’s Flatirons. Then she found us a partner, Nikki Rogers, who was immensely helpful in launching the business and later sold her ownership back to us. I am forever grateful for Nikki.

I perceived the yoga industry then as a motorboat speeding through the water, leaving disenchanted and sometimes injured students in its wake. Yoga Loft Boulder and the yoga I would teach was for those in the wake—those who were injured from yoga and those who believe flexibility is a requirement to practice. We wanted to create a non-competitive environment where everyone felt welcome no matter what their body type, size, or attire. With pure faith, we opened the doors in the fall of 2012. The classroom of life took me deeper still.

One beautiful winter day on Vail Mountain, I was having the time of my life skiing with my good friend Philippe. Making fast giant-slalom (GS) turns, our hips collided at the apex of a turn, because we were in each other’s blind spot. Our gear was scattered everywhere. Dizzy and humbled, we picked up the pieces and called it a day.

The real pain came a few days later. I began to limp, and I developed sciatic nerve pain that I could not shake. For the first time in years, the yoga I was doing did not solve my problem. PT didn’t work, and the orthopedic doctors told me it would get worse and eventually lead to a hip replacement. I took the information in but didn’t let it land on my heart. What I had to do now was find a way to solve the pain. Months went by. It was not easy, but it gave me time to forgive myself for the accident, which, despite the annoying pain, allowed the Voice for Reason to come through. I was reminded that nothing happens by chance.

Resting on my back after yoga one day, I willed for a better way. I closed my eyes, and without attachment, I sincerely asked for a way to resolve my hip pain and fulfill my vision of providing a style of yoga that would benefit those who can’t “do yoga.”

A week or two later, I found myself in a yoga class, in a position that put pressure on the traumatized area of my hip, and I knew this was going to resolve my hip problem and pain. I realized the healing potency of following the pain and slowly adding pressure. Intuitive guidance that had brought me this far told me yoga needed to evolve and be shared. I didn’t need to nor want to do the hard work of forming a new yoga brand. However, the yet unrealized healing potential of what I knew yoga could become inspired me. I could not ignore the call. Avita Yoga was born.

Avita’s philosophy and purpose of practice differ from all forms of yoga and that will come through as you read this book. Even so, it does not matter what form of yoga you are drawn to, but it is essential to look carefully at the purpose you give it. Purpose is given, not found. And with a bit of quiet reflection, you will find that purpose is our only real choice in all we do—to heal or not. To join or uphold a sense of separate self. Shakespeare distilled the pain of the human condition and the illusion that death would resolve it into one crucial question we can apply to any moment: To be or not to be.2

This practice called Avita Yoga came to me and then through me as a means to heal, learn, and share our universal truth. It all began to add up: the time with my dad, the early days of yoga, and questioning its definition. Thirty-plus years with A Course in Miracles and the experience of lasting peace and happiness it promises formed the foundation of my life, our marriage, and my yoga. As a graduate student, I learned conflict resolution skills and group leadership as an Outward Bound instructor. My Rolfing® certification was the best yoga teacher training I ever had, and insights from the Yoga Sutras and the experience of writing my first book, The Yoga Mind, deepened my spiritual foundation. Always a student, I had many teachers contribute to Avita, making it a culmination of a life dedicated to a desire to be truly helpful. Methodologies were discarded if they didn’t fit Love’s heartfelt Guidance. Life is the path. It will lead us to the peaceful truth within if we let it.

Neither lineage nor legacy are important. One looks backward and the other looks forward, but they are both rooted in the past. Neither lasts and valuing either keeps us out of the present moment. The question is, does whatever is “left behind” unify or promote specialness and separation? It’s our yoga to heal and to heal is to join. The decision is yours. Like my friend Gene would often say, the truth is true because it is changeless, formless, perfect, and eternal.

Avita evolves as I evolve, but the founding principles remain unchanged because they follow a direct and timeless formula: Don’t seek for truth but rather identify and resolve the barriers to it. This is how we heal, join, and let intuitive Guidance come through. Avita Yoga is a gem that has restored my sense of youth and radically changed how I see health, fitness, and our potential to heal. In many ways, an Avita practice can reverse the aging process in body and mind. When we feel younger in our bones, we become more youthful and welcome spontaneity into our lives. And when something works, we naturally want to share it, which is why this book is in your hands.

At some point along the way, I realized the yoga needed a name that goes beyond Jeff Bailey. Lori and I went through hundreds of possibilities and many doodled pieces of paper. I often found names I liked and translated them into Sanskrit, but they would sometimes be hard to pronounce or spell. Among the themes for practice was “yoga for life,” which became the tagline and now part of the title for this book. And that’s how Avita came through: The Latin root of the word means “for life.”






CHAPTER 1 What Is Avita Yoga?


Countless methods and exercises will strengthen muscles to protect and stabilize joints, but none directly fortify the joints. We understand exercise, but there is no paradigm for a program specifically for joint and bone health, which is why it takes an entire book to bend the mind in a new and different way. This book aims to explain, motivate, and move the needle toward a revolutionary approach to joint health and lasting mobility that can save energy, money, and time. That said, you need not finish the book to begin practice! I’ve found definitions of Avita to be lifeless compared to the experience of practice. Find an Avita teacher near you, or join me online at www.AvitaYogaOnline.com and practice as you read.

When our joints are in pain and call for attention, we typically target the muscles to fortify or support the joint, which can miss the problem. No one gets muscle replacements. It’s the joints that are signaling for help! Still, we strengthen and stretch the muscles and someday wonder why we need surgery or joint replacements.

So, how do we target the joints? Thoughtfully and sustainably. Later, you will read about your inherent healing physiology that cleanses and remodels your bones and joints (chapter 4). Avita movements and the compression they generate stimulate this healing process within the joint. The result is improved mobility and diminished pain; the good news is that it takes less time to dissolve blockages than you might think.

    Avita yoga is the natural and logical evolution from the era of yoga, popularized through performance-based fitness trends, athleticism, elitism, and the goal of a better look. Avita acknowledges the limits and barriers in the body and works with them. We skip no steps as we increase circulation, resolve arthritis, enhance mobility, and improve overall well-being. We do not push the body or the form. We seek not to outdo, but to undo. We let the yoga come to us.

Why subvert the healing power of now with the false notion that accomplishing the “pose” will bring future results? We cannot push our bodies to extremes and obtain healthy long-term results. In my lifetime, I’ve seen yoga and fitness trends become increasingly creatively intense. We’re attracted to the extreme imagery for the health and happiness it symbolizes. Many are drawn to these demanding forms of fitness but are soon disenchanted and stop. Avita is for those who want an accessible approach to sustainable results.

It’s been valuable for me to question yoga trends that aim to align body parts for an outer achievement or look. Unlike “poses,” Avita uses shapes to find blockages to mobility, restore joint health, and increase bone density. It’s a slow, deep approach. Perfecting a pose depends on outer evaluation. Perfecting an experience relies on a relationship with yourself. Which do you listen to and follow: a judgment or a heartfelt feeling? Avita Yoga is an inside job—an inner inquiry.

Avita identifies and removes obstacles to mobility while fostering a deep sense of inner peace. We are far less concerned about flexibility in Avita because mobility is found in the joints, and flexibility has more to do with body types. Your joints and bones love steady compression, and a little goes a long way. The shapes and movements bring them healing pressure. We don’t stretch. Avita uses kind, compressive forces to dissolve the restrictions to improve mobility, cleanse joints, and strengthen bones while learning to be peaceful and present.

Often attributed to Rumi, there are two timeless sentences from A Course in Miracles that guide my yoga and my life: “Your task is not to seek for love, but merely to seek and find all of the barriers within yourself that you have built against it. It is not necessary to seek for what is true, but it is necessary to seek for what is false.”3 It is a timeless formula that consistently works for those who want true love. Notice how beautifully it translates to life: Your yoga is not to seek mobility but to seek, find, and resolve the barriers to mobility. The dissolution of restrictions is very different than trying to attain mobility. Want better balance? A better walk? Better health? Remove the barriers to them and they are yours.

Avita is thus an undoing. We do to undo. It’s the Zen nature of practice. How can I “do” the practice to undo the barriers to my desired freedom? We will only find the answer through experience, for words alone are insufficient. “Undoing” must originate in the mind because it requires a forgiving approach.

By removing the barriers to love and the barriers to mobility, I have personally found more peace and more freedom, and I have witnessed it in countless others. Thank you for joining me on this healing inner journey with Avita Yoga.






CHAPTER 2 Purpose Is Everything


Yoga must have a higher purpose, for physical exertion or advancement alone will not lead to a lasting sense of unity and wholeness. A better body alone is the wrong goal. Sweat may cleanse the body, but it won’t bring lasting happiness and peace. With a gentle change in perspective, we realize that favorable outcomes reflect the more profound inner work and a desire to heal.

Remember the Star Wars scene where Luke Skywalker became frustrated trying to raise the spaceship from the water? Remember Yoda’s timeless words? “No. Try not. Do or do not. There is no try.”4 When the words finally sank into Luke’s heart and mind, he didn’t work harder. He didn’t try harder. He let go. He let go of his self-pity and joined The Force by releasing his fear and disbelief.

As a willing student, can you begin to accept your body exactly as it is? Yes? Then, could you bring it to your practice without demanding a predetermined change? Can you give it the opportunity to heal in the present by releasing the past? We’ve all experienced trauma to varying degrees, but now is the time to let it go. Until we forgive our past, it goes with us everywhere we go. Whether you are conscious of it or not, Avita shapes bring the past to the healing light of now. We practice and get on with our day by kindly putting one foot in front of the other with more freedom in each step.


THE PRIMARY PATTERN

Time erodes, and gravity collapses. This primary pattern is the result of time and gravity on the body. It usually shows up later in life but starts earlier than we think. Throw in a few social or familial rules and impositions on the body, and you have a recipe for problems. You’ve seen it in others; perhaps you’ve noticed it in yourself. If there were a way to identify and resolve this pattern and the restrictions that maintain it, would you want to know about it?
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Let’s dig deeper into the primary pattern to give us insights into its undoing. Here’s what happens on our journey through time, gravity, and form. The knees begin to buckle, and the feet get rigid. The front part of the hip becomes shortened and stuck. The lower part of the back stiffens, and the upper back tends to round and hunch forward. Shoulder movement is restricted, and reaching overhead gets harder. The head and neck can accommodate the rest of the body’s patterns in many ways, but they mostly posture forward. Essentially, the front of the body gets shorter, ankles stiffen, knees buckle, and the back struggles to stay upright.

Routine activities like putting a shirt on or reaching for a mug on the top shelf become more difficult and eventually impossible. As the hip and lower back become rigid, lifting each leg to negotiate stairs becomes increasingly tricky. Washing our feet, pulling socks on, and tying shoes becomes more difficult. The feet, being at the bottom of the structure, collect toxins. As time goes by, toes and feet calcify, as do other joints that don’t get the healthy pressure to flush and replenish the interstitial fluids in and around the joints. One reason we spend time in the practice with the legs up the wall is to challenge circulation and facilitate lymphatic flow. Hands and fingers become arthritic because we use them in the same limited way—partly because of repetitious movements but mainly because the larger primary pattern influences how we use the fingers, hands, and arms.

These degradations have become so entwined with the aging process that we plan for them. We unwittingly plan for our demise, never even suspecting there could be a better way. We know so little about aging because we tend to fight it rather than understand it. We’d sooner pop a pill or undergo surgery to keep the body going a little longer than take a holistic approach and use the symptoms to find the problem.

We go to the gym and try to exercise it all away. But we exercise in the primary pattern, which reinforces it. You cannot push weights around or put a demand on the body and expect it to perform outside its pattern because it needs the pattern to get the job done. Performance-based exercise, including some styles of yoga, not only hides the compensation patterns we’re trying to resolve but reinforces them! Movement will be compromised unless we identify and target the unhealthy restrictions and the unconscious habits they foster.

This is why any helpful practice becomes an inquiry; a contemplative approach to identify and resolve limiting restrictions, thoughts, and beliefs. We avoid nothing and welcome everything, which is why our yoga is now. The path is gently through, not around.
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Regardless of our age, we need a way to disrupt the hidden patterns and unwind the debilitating restrictions.



The primary pattern manifests differently in each of us, but identifying it is the precursor to solving the effects of time, gravity, and a history of injuries. We don’t have to analyze and understand it. We use Avita shapes to “bump into the limit” and spend time with it to unwind the primary pattern on physical and neurological levels and thus to inspire increased mobility and health.




THE PRIMARY GOAL

I know you want more comfort and less pain. I know you are concerned about your knee, hip, or shoulder and want to regain youthful movement and energy. I understand these desires, and I have them for myself. But to get the most from your practice, can you join me and reverse your thinking a bit? Beyond your pain and mobility concerns, could you let peace of mind be your primary goal?

Results will come faster and have more meaning if you make peace your primary goal. We resist inner peace because it seems trite and elusive, if not impossible. But please consider this helpful change in perspective: Your pain and desire to maintain mobility for life bring you to practice Avita where you learn peaceful presence. Can you sense the gentle stretch we put on the mind? Bodily perfection is not required. Plant the seed now and let the goal for a better body be secondary to the primary goal for peace.

Avita stimulates inner physiology to remedy and repair, and those who set the goal for peace get better and faster results. Why? Because to the mind, peace and healing are synonymous. When we drop into our joints with the desire for inner peace, health and happiness will naturally follow. The healing power of now is hidden when we try to change the body according to past ideals to bring a predetermined future result.

Establish peace as your primary goal, which is a practice of releasing the past and future, and healing follows. The shapes more readily dissolve the restrictions and blockages to movement. As we let go, it all becomes “small stuff.” Relationships become more meaningful. We smile more often. We open up to heartfelt intuition and follow it. With peace as the goal, anything is possible.

With peace as the primary goal, we aim to mend joints, resolve pain, dissolve the primary pattern—the long-term effects of time and gravity on the human body. This is what makes Avita very practical. Who wouldn’t want to walk through life peaceful, agile, upright, and happy?




MOVEMENT IS NOT ENOUGH

Wouldn’t it be great to remain mobile and comfortable to the very end—to stay out of assisted living, shop for yourself, and get dressed on your own? That might sound funny if you’re under fifty, but I cannot think of a more practical goal at any age. The problem is we believe that if we keep doing what we’ve always done, we’ll remain able-bodied for life. Rarely does this work.

It’s a mistake to assume that the movement you are doing today—whether it be walking, hiking, cycling, or working in the yard—will keep you healthy and mobile in the future.

I sometimes see people struggling to walk—some with a cane or walking stick to help them along. It is an acceptable exercise and an excellent way to enjoy the outdoors. But beneath the activity is a voice that says, I need to keep going. If I stop moving, I’ll lose my ability to move altogether. The motivation? That movement today will ensure movement tomorrow. The problem is that we walk and exercise in the primary pattern that accommodates and reinforces the patterns contributing to the restrictions! We unwittingly move around the restriction, which means movement alone will not increase mobility. If we want to remain mobile and youthful for life, we need to identify and resolve the restrictions and patterns that limit us and bring pain.

Complications arise because the restricted areas often lack sensation while causing pain in other body parts. Degenerative joint disease (DJD), for example, is painless in most people as it silently develops. Like tooth decay, most don’t encounter the causative culprits until pain is felt and procedures are needed.

When the pain comes, we make it a decoy and avert the causative problem. In an ongoing effort to eliminate it, we pop pills, jump into surgery, and avoid the movements that seem to cause the pain. Instead, why not find, isolate, and resolve the problem at its source? Moving, exercising, or strengthening our way out of pain brings temporary results at best, because we attempt to resolve pain while remaining in the pattern that produces the problem. These good intentions don’t get to the heart of the problem, which is almost always in and around the joints, held in connective tissue, and hardwired into the nervous system.

There is a better way. We need not assume that we’ll “naturally” lose mobility and independence. It doesn’t have to go that way, and it helps to start sooner rather than later.


LET’S PRACTICE

Remember: Movement is not enough. We move our fingers and thumbs in many ways, yet we are unaware that arthritis could be brewing in them. Try this: Spread your fingers and thumbs wide, one hand at a time, with the palm stretching open. Hold for twenty to thirty seconds, then cross your thumb to the base of your little finger. It’s the typical expression of the number four but dynamic. Can you straighten the four fingers while flexing the thumb toward the base of the pinkie? What do you feel? The work? The opposing actions, minor discomfort, or arthritic pain? What do you feel in your wrists? It’s all yoga! We aim to discover the blockages and restore them to health. Hold for another minute or two, but don’t push. When it’s time, release slowly. Don’t shake out your hand but rest it on your lap and see what you find in the other hand.
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Scan the QR code to access Let’s Practice video:
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https://avitayogaonline.com/lets-practice/









IT’S NOT A BALANCING ACT

Our ability to balance is primarily a function of mobility—too much or too little, and we must compensate. Other contributing factors to good balance exist, but if mobility is missing, especially in the lower body, balance will be compromised. Why do we want good balance? Simple: to keep from falling. I’ve seen ambitious yoga students struggle to hold the fancy poses that require balance. Often, the attention is not on the mobility necessary for balance but on holding the pose and “getting it right.” We get better at what we practice. I learned that from my guitar teacher. So, rather than practicing wobbling, we practice exactly what we want and generate mobility and stability where needed to reorganize the body for healthy balance. It’s not fancy but it’s practical.

Rigidity shows up as a limited range of motion, which impedes our natural ability to balance, but not so obvious is how joint pain and restriction contribute to the loss of balance. Have you noticed how the smallest impulse of pain can affect your stability? The compulsion is to avoid the problem and any movement that exacerbates the pain. The onset of arthritis, tendonitis, calcification, or degeneration pushes us out of balance, into compensation patterns, and toward a false feeling of weakness. So, we go to the gym to regain strength and stamina, which can be helpful in the short term but in the long term may avoid the problematic source.

In my experience, strengthening exercises sometimes work for joint issues not because we get stronger but because the movements are focused enough and consistent enough to inadvertently bring movement and compression to the source of the problem in the connective tissues, joints, and bones. Strengthening routines may target the muscles, but the exercise inadvertently begins to cleanse and restore the joints. Avita repurposes the muscles to source the problem and the pain it generates where it can be resolved. It saves time and effort, but we don’t stop the yoga just because we begin to feel better. A little preventative maintenance goes a long way.

Nothing is more disruptive to generous movement and balance than a sharp feeling of pain. Have you ever lost your balance putting your pants on because of a quick jab of pain? It can happen walking up or down stairs in our later years. It throws us out of the moment and movement, and we must stop, sit down, or quickly grab something stable to keep from falling. Don’t wait for this phenomenon to occur. At some point in the aging process, walking becomes a balancing act where we have to put one foot in front of the other, maintain balance, and sometimes negotiate the pain points as we walk. It’s helpful to target these painful areas with Avita as soon as you feel them. Movement is medicine and motion is lotion when we target the joints to resolve restrictions and unwind patterns that work against us.

Lastly, regarding balance, we’ll focus on the important role of feet and ankles. More than half of the bones in your body are in your hands and feet. The fifty-two bones in your feet make up about one-quarter of all the 206 bones in your body. More bones means more movable parts to keep healthy and clean. Your entire structure balances on adaptive and mobile feet and ankles. If they are not articulating properly, your ability to balance will be limited.

But what do we do with our feet? We put them in sometimes cruelly shaped, aesthetic, protective containers that limit movement. Shoes are here to stay but have contributed to more structural problems than any other accessory. It’s okay; you don’t have to throw them out. Well, there might be a few that you decide to toss. Understanding what they are doing and, thus, to the rest of your body can motivate you to mobilize the bones and joints in your feet. You may also be inclined to kick your shoes off occasionally and walk barefoot.

Nothing contributes more to your ability to balance and walk than foot and ankle mobility. In many ways, we practice Avita to have a better walk. Instead of trying to improve your balance by standing on one foot, if you increase the health and mobility of your feet, knees, and hips, then your vestibular system will naturally take care of the rest.


LET’S PRACTICE

Stand facing a wall with the toes of your right foot close but not touching the baseboard and your two hands on the wall supporting you at shoulder height. Keep your eyes open and your hands on the wall. Take a fairly big step back with your left foot and place it in line with your right foot as if standing on a balance beam with both feet flat on the floor. Now, turn each heel out about an inch and feel the subtle internal rotation in each hip. Resonate with and get to know this sensation. It’s healing. After about twenty seconds, use your quadriceps to straighten your knees and engage the buttocks. Keep your eyes open and move the tailbone down and the pubic bone up toward the ceiling. Refrain from overworking the shape, but feel the engagement of your musculature, squeezing the bones of your legs, knees, and hips.

Can you sustain this shape for a minute or two? It will reveal patterns and restrictions that impede balance while fortifying your ability moment by moment. When the time is right, bend your knees, release the shape, and move the left foot to the wall, taking a big step back with the right foot, but not so big that you can’t keep your heels firmly on the floor. Turn the heels out about an inch, repeat confidently as you unwind restrictions, and nurture your ability to balance. With some practice, you can sustain the shape longer and experiment with closing your eyes while keeping your hands on the wall. Because we get better at what we practice, we always practice successfully. This shape is an indicator of basic balance. The large variety of Avita shapes are all meant to mobilize joints and make this shape more doable.
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Scan the QR code to access Let’s Practice video:
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https://avitayogaonline.com/lets-practice/





There is an endless array of activities and methods available to keep moving and “get fit,” but very few promote lasting mobility and health at the level of the bones. I’ve tried most, and many didn’t work, but I never threw away the inspiration behind them. With Avita, we have many ways of targeting the restrictions and hidden compensation patterns in the feet, often while addressing other body parts like the knees and hips. We leave no bone out because we want every joint in the body to flex and extend fully without pain for a lifetime. Want to fortify your Avita practice with a strength program? That’s fine, especially if you enjoy it. I have found that when we take care of our bones and joints, our muscles will take care of themselves.




PROTECTION, PAIN, AND COMFORT

As humans, we are programmed to avoid pain and seek comfort. On the surface, this sounds wonderful and makes perfect sense. Why would we want it any other way? And that’s the critical point: We don’t want it any other way until we realize the cost.

Seeking comfort keeps our mental and emotional pain hidden. Conscious of it or not, we push the pain down and cover it with compensatory thoughts and behaviors like anger, attack, projection, depression, substance abuse, and unhealthy eating. The cover-up, however, is not limited to seemingly negative behavior patterns. The discomfort can be pushed down with acceptable overtones like developing a positive attitude, “putting on a smile,” and people-pleasing. These behaviors keep us stuck in the past because we’re afraid of what might happen if we are more transparent and honest with ourselves and those around us. Guilt, a hideous form of self-punishment, takes over, and we keep our deepest thoughts private because we are terrified of being “found out,” which makes us feel anxious and alone. When the subconscious guilt and pain become unbearable, we project them onto others, which only deepens the pain and unhealthy side effects in ourselves. Energetically, giving and receiving are the same and instantaneous. As Henry David Thoreau pointed out, the internal struggle is not obvious, and it leads to a life of “quiet desperation.”

Big or small, when I attack, I suffer. When I defend, I cannot escape the effects of my own hurtful thoughts, and I avoid self-healing potential. The ego or false self uses the body for attack, pleasure, and pride.5 The good news is that these puffs of nothingness are not our true thoughts. It’s our yoga to access the underlying conditions and beliefs that foster false and limiting thoughts of fear and separation. How do we do that? We ask for help in letting the darkness come to the surface of awareness where it can be held up to the light and released. We heal by choosing to allow those limiting influences to be replaced with true thoughts of forgiveness, kindness, unity, and love. These are the thoughts of the true Self, and It always has our highest and best interest in mind. Think of it as heartfelt intuition. It always feels good to follow it. Even when the guidance moves us into unfamiliar territory, we can always trust this helpful inner voice.

This process takes gentle willingness to let others in and see us as we are. With great relief, we eventually let down our masks as we release our concern for the outcome. Why delay healing? It requires courage and trust to let the painful feelings, memories, and emotions surface where they can be released and resolved. No pain or problem is too big for this timeless approach to peace and happiness.

On the comfort-seeking front, humans have done a remarkable job of dodging the burdens of cohabitating with nature. Instead of adapting to the environment like other species, we alter it to fit our needs and wants. This programming runs deep—there’s no changing it, and that’s okay. Recognizing how it works against us, however, can be remarkably helpful.

Our ability to alter the outer for greater comfort is a perfect setup for all kinds of problems. The efficiencies and benefits of everything from smartphones to automobiles are impressive but come at a cost. The further we remove ourselves from nature, the more fragile we become. We have moved away from “natural work,” where we interact with the environment. We’ve farmed it out! To get in touch with our roots, it can be healthy and helpful to partake in manual work whenever possible. It’s good for the body and good for the mind. It’s a way to reconnect with our environment and work with it rather than against it.

We’re human, though, so go ahead and make the seat adjustment. Adjust the room temperature. But do the yoga to regain your adaptability. Consider a mindset that says, “I want to find the problem before it finds me.” Don’t have the time, you say? If you don’t make time for healing, your body will make it for you. When we “do” our yoga and practice the shapes to reveal the problematic areas, we feel better and save time. The longer we delay, the more arduous and costly the solution becomes.

Decide there’s a better way, practice, and you will see that time adjusts accordingly as you prioritize healing over tasking. You’ll soon learn that pain is not the problem but a valuable messenger that can lead you to the problem so it can be resolved. This starkly contrasts with our conditioning to avoid or eliminate pain, which inadvertently protects the underlying problem and goes against the universally accepted “use it or lose it” principle.




YOU CANNOT PROTECT YOUR WAY INTO BETTER HEALTH

A brace, a crutch, and a strengthening program can certainly be helpful in rehabilitation. Do the physical therapy, but know that we cannot strengthen, protect, or preserve our way into better health. The idea that we can effectively protect ourselves is a misnomer that has elbowed its way into our lives—an unhealthy side effect of our pain-avoiding, comfort-seeking nature. In a yoga workshop, I once heard a teacher explain how he compromises his walk to find comfort in his arthritic knees. Can you see how deep pain avoidance is? Can you imagine how any compensated movement will push the problem to other areas of the body?

Prevention is one thing—protection is another. The more we protect, the more we limit mobility. It’s an urge that increases as we age. We stop doing enjoyable activities, life gets narrower, and any pain sensations remind us of the need to protect, which spins us deeper into the pain cycle discussed later in the book.

Avita is a way out of pain because we don’t avoid the problem. We find it. Practice prevents future joint problems and restores health to chronically affected or arthritic joints. Still, Avita does not take a protective approach. It requires a gentle paradigm shift because we won’t get to the problem if we avoid the pain. We must learn to identify and question our thoughts and beliefs because many are not useful for our well-being, and may even be irrational. If you want to improve your joint health, you must question the timidity you may have with your bones and joints. Challenge the ambition to keep moving as the only way to keep moving.

Joints love pressure, but too much too fast is what we call an injury, and we’ve all experienced that. The memory of injuries makes us cautious. The older we get, the more careful we become. It’s normal, and caution can go a long way, especially as we age. The question is: Will I take the familiar path to protect myself and avoid the pain? Or will I experiment with my life, kindly accept responsibility, and journey inward on the less traveled path?

With Avita, it’s not only what we do but how we do it. Memories, feelings, and thoughts are welcome in every moment and shape. Bring your mindset to the practice. Bring your troubles, concerns, and fears. They are all part of the restriction. Listen to the cues. Avita teachers spend as much time backing students off and slowing them down as they do talking them through the shapes. We cue the same shape for everyone in the room, knowing each will have their unique version and process. We steadily unwind the patterns and problems, getting closer to the primary goal, where peace becomes our guide as we dissolve restrictions and promote restoration through the muscles, bones, and joints.




A BRIEF HISTORY OF PAIN

No pain is a poor indicator of physical health. When do you begin feeling the pain of an infected tooth? When do you feel the pain of disc or joint degeneration? Exactly: when it’s too late. And so, the absence of pain can be a poor indicator of the severity of an underlying condition.

In a 2015 study, researchers compared the MRI scan results of over 3,000 people of varying ages without back pain.6 Here’s what they found:


	
37% of twenty-year-olds had degenerative discs. This rose to 96% in eighty-year-olds.

	30% of twenty-year-olds had a disc bulge. This rose to 84% in eighty-year-olds.



There was some evidence of spinal degeneration in almost everybody.

They all showed some evidence of a condition assumed to cause pain, yet all were pain-free when the MRI was taken. Pain or not, we use the shapes to bring healing compression to the bones and joints with the goal of maintaining pain-free mobility for life.

When you stub your toe, the pain and the problem are immediate. But with chronic pain and degeneration, we usually don’t know about the problem soon enough. Too often, the body pushes the issue out of awareness, and one day, out for a jog, there’s an awkward step that tweaks the knee enough to bring the pain to the surface and reveal years of degeneration. Would you like to do something about it now or hope you “get lucky” and never feel the implications of degenerative joints? Teeth provide a similar example. Decay can build over many years with no pain at all, and then one day, a bite into a sandwich reveals a brewing infection and the need for a root canal. All too often my wife, the dentist, would hear something like, “But everything was fine until I bit into the sandwich.”

Fortunately, the body usually sends us pain signals along the way. In the early stages, the pain often comes and goes before becoming more intense and consistent. Some ignore these early-warning signals. Some pop a pain pill. Others massage it away. Some call the doctor, while others avoid the doctor. Some react out of fear and stop the movement or activity that brings the pain. What do you do with pain signals? It’s helpful to pause and ponder how you handle pain or any other “unwanted” messenger.

Symptoms are not the problem; they are the effects of a deeper cause. Treating symptoms is like cutting a weed instead of removing the root. The weed will keep coming back. In Avita, we use the symptoms to lead us to the problem where it can be resolved, and since the body remembers everything, it provides the perfect subject matter for our healing. Big or small, life’s events and traumas are stored in the tissues, nervous system, and brain, and they don’t forget without healing intervention. Like archeologists, we’re looking for the holy grail, and we’ll find it within by cleaning and clearing the inner obstacles. Unless we go beyond the muscles, the joint problems remain unresolved, and the trauma will follow us wherever we go.

Avita is a revolutionary approach to pain, not because we manage it but because we get to the source of it. We learn to work with the symptoms instead of alleviating them. It can be a challenging shift in thinking, but the sooner we catch the symptom and follow it to the source, the better off we are. And that’s Avita at its best because we use the shapes to find the issues before they find us. Avita can detect the restrictions deep in the joints and surrounding fascia the same way a massage therapist discovers and releases tight tissues. Once you experience the benefits and learn a little about your body’s healing physiology, you may be inspired to find and resolve all of your restrictions.

As we touched on earlier, Avita can be helpful at any age but can seem like a waste of time for a young, fit body because it does not foster a sense of exhilaration and achievement. I sometimes say if you are not attracted to Avita Yoga, it’s because you are either not old enough or you haven’t had chronic injuries. I am reminded of a beloved student who discovered Avita at eighty-three. John always had sage, often humorous advice. He wished he had found Avita Yoga at seventy-nine and described aging as a slow-motion injury. Thank you, John.





THE DISORGANIZED BODY

You can start practicing any time but keep learning. The better we understand the things that work against us, the more equipped we are to maintain a practice for lasting health and mobility. The general idea is to shift from a disorganized body to an organized body.

In simplistic terms, we could say that a disorganized body is out of alignment or has “bad posture.” Yes, people feel better after having bodywork to release tension and help body parts “stack up” with better structural alignment. However, the reorganizing process happens at a level deeper than the structural components of muscles, bones, and connective tissues. The best reorganization happens when we include the nervous system and our separating thoughts, beliefs, feelings, and memories that lurk in the unhealed mind. Want the best results for any yoga or bodywork? Let the work reach you at levels beyond the physical.

In a disorganized body, the neuromuscular-skeletal matrix is fragmented and inefficient. It’s like a computer that hasn’t rebooted in years. As unhealthy as it is, we unconsciously habituate to it and make it our reality, our temple. We rationalize the pains, adapt to them, and accept them as part of our identity. As the body, brain, and nervous system adapt to disorganization, we get comfortable with the discomfort. When this happens, we resist doing anything that challenges the body and mind to organize and feel better. The ego resents change and will find illogical excuses not to practice or move in a new and healing direction.

Organized or not, we adapt to the current homeostatic state. The body and mind do their best to hold it all together and do what you ask. Whether it be lying on the couch, working at your desk, or pedaling on your bicycle, everything on the inside of your body continually adjusts to deliver what you ask of it on the outside.

In classes at the Ida Rolf Institute, we were taught to evaluate bodies and spot the disorganization. It’s easy to assume that an organized body with “good posture” equals a happy, pain-free life. But we know that’s not always the case. It is better to ask, “What does disorganization feel like?” If something doesn’t feel right, let us welcome it and work with it. Rolfers and other bodyworkers are trained to see the disorganization—Avita shapes are designed to help you feel and simultaneously resolve it.

Remember, we use the shapes to resolve conflict in the body and the mind. It could be nervous energy—fear, anxiety, guilt, loneliness, or a need to stay busy. It could be feelings of lack and uncertainty carried in the background of your mind everywhere you go. How much effort and strain does it take to be happy and content? None. Our yoga is to get underneath the presenting conditions and symptoms and bring the core issues to the surface where they can be resolved. In Avita we use physical disorder and discomfort as a means to heal on all levels, and while the shapes give us countless clues and gentle guidance, we don’t assess the body from an outer-alignment perspective.
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