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“Once again, Stefanie Arend brings her wisdom to the practice of Yin Yoga. The skill in which she compassionately guides students toward the depth of their uniqueness is a reflection of her many years of dedicated practice and study.”


—TRACEE STANLEY, owner of Pranamaya Yoga Media


“Stefanie’s book is a wonderful, non-reductive manual and map of the Chinese energetic system and how Yin Yoga can support health and thriving. It will help guide you to a deeper understanding of your own inner terrain, whereupon your own wisdom will then serve as your reliable guide.”


—JOSH SUMMERS, Yin Yoga and meditation teacher and trainer
and host of the Everyday Sublime podcast


“I am so appreciative of Stefanie's well-thought sequences for different health conditions. Finally, an easy, go-to book for the layman who seeks to practice in the comfort of the home without being led by a teacher in class. This book outlines the purpose of each pose alongside easy-to-follow illustrations.”


—JO PHEE, Assistant to Paul Grilley and Senior Yin Yoga Teacher Trainer


“Stefanie Arend has created a comprehensive and inspiring guide for yoga teachers and practitioners alike. In these pages, she offers us the fruit of her years of study and practice, combined with her own personal perspective; this book is a brilliant merger of traditional wisdom with contemporary approach and insight. She is making a real offering to the yoga community, providing practical tools and inspiration for the path that embraces yoga and energetics in an accessible and easy way to understand. It is a pleasure to have all of this information in one place.”


SEBASTIAN & MURIELLE PUCELLE, Assistants to Paul Grilley and
Senior Yin Yoga Teacher Trainers


“Stefanie’s work is remarkable for many reasons: it showcases a solid and widespread knowledge of Yin Yoga, fascia, Traditional Chinese Medicine, and much more. It reveals deep wisdom on how to weave this knowledge with sensitivity and compassion to help us recover and heal. More than anything, it applies this wisdom to offer practical, nourishing, and regenerating practices accessible to everyone. I am sure this book can sustain and help many through their self-healing processes. Impressive.”


ANAT GEIGER, Assistant to Paul Grilley and Senior Yin Yoga Teacher Trainer
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I dedicate this book to all those who put their trust in their capacity for self-healing and who wish to achieve long-term health.


You carry your healing powers within you at all times, but sometimes they are hidden by a lack of contact with your inner self. A doctor, therapist, or teacher can support you in accessing them once again—but they can only open the door—you always have to pass through it yourself!
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Who needs theories?


Running makes us feel good, weight lifting makes us feel good, cycling makes us feel good, and hatha yoga makes us feel good. All of these forms of exercise make us feel good, and most of us don’t need a chemical or physiological explanation of how that happens. But a theory of yoga can make a difference in how we practice and what we experience. Yoga has an external aspect that makes it similar to other forms of exercise, but yoga also has an internal aspect that leads us to emotional and mental insights.


The connecting thread from external to internal, from Yang to Yin, is the movement of energy in our body. Focusing on how this energy moves draws our awareness inward. Having a theory of how this happens is very helpful. This theory is provided in the textbooks of Chinese medicine, particularly acupuncture theory. There are two foundational theories of acupuncture. First, there is a life force called Chi. Second, this life force circulates through channels called meridians.


Chi is called a life force because it intelligently adapts the activities of the body’s cells to resist disruptive forces that are constantly striving to create imbalance and illness. Without Chi, our bodies would decompose into a putrid pool of chemicals, which is what happens at death. Chi circulates through meridians that have been described in greater and sometimes lesser detail since ancient times. One of the modern objections to acupuncture in general and meridians in particular is that dissections have never found the meridians that are illustrated in acupuncture textbooks. This is why the modern theories of fascia are important.


Fascia physiology makes it plausible that meridians are electrically conductive channels of water in our fascia. This fascia/meridian theory has been demonstrated in several experiments by my own teacher, Dr. Hirioshi Motoyama. This fascia/meridian theory makes it perfectly clear why hatha yoga developed as a unique system of stretching and joint manipulation. Stretching and joint manipulation stimulates the fascia and, therefore, the flow of Chi through the meridians.


The more difficult scientific hurdle is establishing the existence of Chi. Does Chi exist? How is it different from chemical or electrical energy? This is not the place for a long discussion of the evidence, but we can use it as a jumping-off point to a discussion of objective and subjective experience.


Materialists assert that our emotions and thoughts are only electrical/chemical reactions in the brain. This is the great divide: science can only objectively study electrical/chemical reactions, but we never subjectively experience these things. We subjectively experience thoughts and emotions, peace and aggravation, desire and contentment.


I have the greatest respect for the scientific process, but science moves slowly. We need to be cautious when making claims about Chi and meridians and yoga. We need to have the scientific humility to recognize that our theories may be mostly right or all wrong. It will take many years of patient research before science has thoroughly tested the ancient theories of Chi and meridians.


The objective evidence for Chi and meridians will take years to develop, but the subjective evidence can be explored every day by every practicing yogini. Each day, each yogini can test to see if Yin Yoga makes her calmer, more content, and more healthy. Each day, each yogini can test to see if there is a connection between her liver and her eyes, or between stress and her lower back, or between worrying and her digestion.


Yin Yoga is ideally suited to assist in these subjective experiments. Yin Yoga stresses the fascial meridians with long, gentle poses and then gives us time to relax and feel the rebound of Chi after each pose. Little by little, the energetic connections become perceptible, and little by little we become aware of the connections between our thoughts, our emotions, and our Chi.


Stefanie’s book is a great introduction to Yin Yoga. She outlines meridian theory, and then outlines specific routines. After each routine she suggests what inner behaviors to reflect upon and explains the relevant traditional Chinese medical theories. I believe this book will help aspiring yoginis systematically explore their mind-body interconnection.


Paul Grilley, founder of Yin Yoga and author of Yin Yoga: Outline of a Quiet Practice and Yin Yoga: Principles and Practice


Watsonville, California
2017
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Traditional Chinese Medicine teaches us that there is no Yang without sufficient Yin, and vice versa. Yang stands for activity and energy, and Yin for balancing and strengthening calmness. It is only when the Yin base is powerful enough and the Yang nourishes that the strength of Yang can have any effect.


Nowadays we live in an age that emphasizes Yang. Children have to get up early, hurry off to school, follow lessons with full concentration, and then still do their homework conscientiously. It continues with training at the sports club and/or music lessons, etc. Then there might be some time left over to play. And many adults continue this rhythm. They often make their way to work in early traffic congestion and they have to be efficient in their job, and accompanying this pressure is what they impose upon themselves. Organizing everyday matters has to happen alongside this … and then, perhaps, there is a bit of time remaining for fitness or well-being—keeping one eye on the clock, of course. There is often not enough time to rest—for the Yin, a focus on the self and centering yourself.


The energy of the Yin and Yang meridians circulates within all of us. These main meridians form a circulation of life energy, and every individual meridian fulfills a very specific function in this circulation; each meridian is allocated to a certain organ system and will pass through it at a given time. Yang represents activity, dynamism, and heat, and Yin stands for calm, nourishment, and cold. Neither principle cancels the other out, but they complement each other. They are opposites, but they depend on one another. And they limit each other—water limits fire, rain limits dryness, and night limits day. You are only healthy when all functional circuits of Yin and Yang are working together in harmony. If the body and mind are not rested regularly, the Yin becomes exhausted, and the Yang energy can no longer be sufficiently nourished. Then symptoms—such as lack of concentration, high blood pressure, and burnout—may result.


For this reason it is important to listen to your body and mind, to center yourself, and to strengthen the Yin. This is where Yin Yoga comes in. This form of yoga reinforces basic energy, and thereby has a positive impact on many disorders and illnesses; it also helps avoid diseases in particular. Even after a short period of regular Yin Yoga practice you will feel stronger, healthier, and more balanced.


Dr. Angela Montenegro
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My occupation is my vocation. I am more than happy that I have been able to pass on the wonderful gift of Yin Yoga to so many people in my classes and trainings for many years. When I practice Yin Yoga, I become myself completely and experience a deep feeling of peace within myself. In Yin Yoga I am fully myself and do not have to please anyone else—either proverbially or in reality. While some types of yoga specify precisely how certain positions should look, and many of those practicing it try to emulate this ideal image, Yin Yoga is oriented towards the person practicing it. Our inner teacher is the most important yoga teacher and only considers this one individual body. I believe there is great healing potential within this as only we ourselves sense what is best for us.


I have been able to naturally gather plenty of teaching experience specifically in Yin Yoga, and as contact with people is important and I am truly interested in their feedback, I have also been lucky enough to come across and support many cases of successful regeneration. Time and again, people tell me about the positive changes they perceive since they have been practicing Yin Yoga regularly. I am delighted by this and it underlines the incredible effect of this quiet practice that directs energy, which I have so often experienced myself. These are my private studies, if I may call them that, which I would like to report precisely as they occurred.


I would not feel comfortable, however, in claiming that individual positions or sequences can cure a certain illness. A healing process is of course much more comprehensive, and even though I have been involved in health topics in depth for many years, I am nevertheless not a doctor and always consult a doctor of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) whom I trust, and who is at best also a conventional medical practitioner. More and more studies show that many complaints can be alleviated, that the body can be strengthened, and that a healing journey can be supported through yoga.


You will therefore also find programs in this book that are directed specifically at individual conditions.


I am very pleased that you have chosen this book, and hope you enjoy finding out about the positive effect Yin Yoga can have on your body and well-being.


Blessings, Stefanie Arend
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I am convinced that we have extremely good opportunities for healing with regard to many symptoms, if different therapeutic approaches are used to complement one another. If Western conventional medicine and alternative healing techniques—such as Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) or Ayurvedic medicine—are used together, this gives individuals more personal responsibility and a great deal can be achieved overall.


For example, I do not consider it responsible to look for a doctor just to have a medicine prescribed for current complaints and to hope that everything will be fine again—without any further questioning. Unfortunately, essential conventional medicine increasingly focuses on combating symptoms and less on looking for the cause. Also, exceedingly few doctors have the time required to concentrate intensively on the history of the individual patient. Alternative medical practitioners, on the other hand, tend to look for the origin of the complaints, and they view people holistically. Therefore, the individual patient does not enter into self-reflection in this way, for nobody can evaluate personal background and possible associations better than the person herself or himself. To do this, of course, we also require rest periods, or (for example) regular Yin Yoga practice, which directs the senses inwards and can bring us into deep contact with ourselves. The mind speaks very softly, and these periods of withdrawal are absolutely vital to understand it and find out what the body can express with symptoms. It is said that when the mind is not being listened to, the body sounds the alarm through illness, thereby making the person slow down.


In yoga books, you read about the many healing effects of individual exercises. For example, Headstand is said to supply the brain with blood, Shoulderstand has a positive effect on the thyroid gland, or Cobra activates the adrenal glands. A great deal of this has since been refuted, and I am thankful that nowadays we can find out and learn more and more about associations within the body. To give an example: with Shoulderstand and Cobra, a healing effect was assumed as it was believed that pressure on the organs had a stimulating or harmonizing effect. However, the thyroid and adrenal glands are endocrine glands, which are not affected by external pressure, and therefore these assumptions are unfortunately not true. I do not want to make such promises at all in this book. Yin Yoga has much more to do with activating energetic flow in the meridians—the energy pathways—and bringing them into harmony through individual exercises.


Besides this, it is important to relax completely in order to listen to the inner doctor and healer, who is the wisest of all.


If you learn to understand the associations of the body, then you can also assume much greater personal responsibility. I will give an example from my own experience. In the seventh grade I had to wear spectacles for the first time. This is nothing unusual in itself, but after that my vision progressively worsened a little, and when I got a driving permit, I also became aware that I was night-blind, which I found pretty disconcerting. And unfortunately, the only advice from my optician was not to drive in the dark any more, as there was nothing that could be done about night-blindness. I was not satisfied with this assertion. I had heard that acupuncture can also have a positive effect on vision and I therefore had my first experience of alternative therapies with this. My TCM doctor performed acupuncture on my liver back then, declaring that there is a connection between the liver and eyes. This was a completely new insight for me, but the needles had an effect: my vision did not improve, but it did not worsen anymore. This was reason enough for me, later on, to integrate my own liver sequence into my Yin Yoga program, which I still practice today. Since then, I only need glasses for driving. I still have to take care when driving at night, but as I am more than double the age I was back then, and my eyesight has not worsened and has even improved quite a bit, I consider this to be a superb (Yin Yoga) success.
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Yin Yoga in Theory
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Yin Yoga is a gentle practice that harmonizes the flow of energy, and can therefore activate our capacity for self-healing. It directs us to look inwards, calms the vegetative nervous system, and relaxes and strengthens the entire body. You will find out in this chapter why Yin Yoga addresses our fascia in a targeted way, and the part played by the Chi, the meridians, and the chakras.
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As with any yoga practice, the aim of Yin Yoga is to bring the body, mind, and spirit into harmony. Based on the teaching of the Tao, each person is characterized by Yin and Yang—two opposing forces, the relationship of which should also be harmonious. Although Yin Yoga has only become very popular in the last few years, this practice also has an ancient tradition. Early writings on yoga described Yin Yoga positions, and you will also find the ancient Indian (Sanskrit) names of most exercises in this book (not including newly created ones).


My first Yin Yoga teacher was Paul Grilley, a mentor who has been a great inspiration and influence in my personal yoga practice. He made Yin Yoga into what we understand it to be today. He combined the gentle passive stretches that are held for a long time with teaching regarding the meridians, and also researched the influence of the positions upon the individual anatomy of a person.


What effect does Yin Yoga have?


Yin Yoga is an intensive and at the same time very passive practice. The exercises are carried out without any muscular tension and the breathing should also be very gentle and effortless—we simply observe it. In Yin Yoga, you hold each position for around 3 to 5 minutes and your body remains as passive as possible. The more advanced practitioners may hold each position for longer if they feel the impulse to do this, but holding it for a short time is of course also an option. These passive stretches have a positive effect on the deep layers of the body, and more particularly on the fascia. They help to loosen adhesions and shortening in the fascial structures in a gentle way and to make the tissue supple again. Yin Yoga therefore reduces pain, encourages mobility, and—not least—harmonizes the flow of energy in the meridians, as large parts of the meridians run the same course as the fascia chains in the body.


Individual Yin Yoga practice


Yoga practice should always be adapted to personal requirements, free from any performance goals. Through mindfulness and treating our own body with care, we make contact with and perceive signals from the body, which are important pointers for us. The inner yoga teacher is the most important teacher we will ever meet on a yoga journey, and it will tell you a great deal about yourself. Only it can guide you, for you alone know how a position feels deep inside.
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There is a great deal of intensive research being conducted worldwide on the subject of fascia, which are the soft part of the connective tissue through which most of the meridians run. At a fascia symposium, Dr. Robert Schleip, Germany’s best-known fascia researcher, made reference to longer stretches ensuring better healing of wounds in the body and reducing inflammation. It has also been found that cancer cells can spread more in rigid tissues than in well-stretched ones. The fascia that are particularly addressed by Yin Yoga practice are closely associated with our immune system. They distribute oxygen and nutrients in the body and take waste material into the bloodstream and lymph channels for excretion. With gentle but highly effective stretching and the compressions that Yin Yoga exercises exert on the body, stored toxins can be mobilized and carried away.


It is not necessary to warm up before practicing Yin Yoga, as the effect on the fascial tissues can be even more intense if you are not already sweating beforehand. The characteristic of cold is assigned to Yin, whereas Yang stands for heat. You could say that the fascia have Yin qualities, and that muscles, in turn, have Yang qualities. It is therefore reasonable to combine the relevant tissue with the relevant state. Muscles therefore respond more intensively if they are warmed up, but the opposite is true for fascia. Admittedly, the fascia can relax very well in heat, but the effect is not as lasting as if they were in a cool condition.





Of course particular care should be taken if you start your Yin Yoga practice without warming up first. It is important here that you give your body time to feel its way into the exercises. Wait patiently until it is ready to open up into the position and yield to the stretch stimuli. Tightening up the body, either on your part or because of instruction by the teacher, would be a form of external manipulation and could lead to injuries. If you take this into account, then I believe Yin Yoga is one of the styles of yoga with the lowest risk of injury, as the practice can be adapted individually to the requirements of the body.


Only go so far into a position that you feel a pleasant (!) stretch. Remain completely passive, keep your muscles relaxed, and patiently leave any other effort to gravity for the next few minutes. Indeed, you can correct your position in between, if you feel that you can achieve a more suitable stretch or if any feeling of pain develops, but please avoid constantly fidgeting during the time you are holding it. Become internally still and watch what is happening in your body, with your breath, and in your mind over the next few minutes.
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Yin Yoga is a gentle form of exercise in which you should feel well and relaxed at all times. Props can therefore play an important part in the practice, and they can help you to adapt the positions to your body in the best possible way.


You should have the following props ready when you practice yoga:


• A soft base: for example, a thick yoga mat or a blanket


• A yoga bolster or a long, thick cushion


• A few yoga blocks or books


• A chair or sofa cushion or, alternatively, a rolled-up blanket


• Two small (fairly soft) balls: for example, two tennis balls.





Then come out of the position slowly again. I recommend feeling your way into a neutral stomach or back position for around one minute—and, if you wish, when changing sides as well. This enables you to neutralize the body again and appreciate your energy flow, which has been activated by the exercises. Immediately after completing the positions, the energy flows through the body particularly powerfully.


I would make a distinction between sweet pain and bitter pain. Sweet pain describes a pleasant stretch stimulus that makes you feel very comfortable and at ease. This is what we wish to achieve with Yin Yoga. Bitter pain, on the other hand, goes beyond sweet pain, tends to come out selectively, and feels sharp or stabbing. You should avoid this type of pain at all costs and change the positions accordingly instead, using props or coming out of the position sooner.
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Yang belongs to the Yin, and Yin belongs to the Yang. Nevertheless, I do not really want to go into the Yang components of the body too much in this book. Of course, it is still important to nourish your Yang. However, in this current age we have a surplus of Yang in our environment, which can trouble us at a physical level. Never before have there been so many hyperactive children as there are today—I tend to find the term “hyperactive” unsuitable, and I am only using it here for the ease of understanding—and “burnout” is heedlessly named as a fashionable complaint. Where has this suddenly come from? An important cause is anxiety, which can be worsened due to an excess of Yang. Think for a moment how everything has changed over the years: Barely anybody takes time out to rest in the early afternoon nowadays; due to mobile accessibility we still receive calls or text messages late in the evening when we should actually be resting; the TV is on all day in some households, even when nobody is consciously following it; there are fewer family meals; the performance mentality at school and at work is ever-present; attentive conversations without glancing at your mobile phone have also become rare. All these things exhaust our Yin. Yin and Yang are then no longer in balance, which has adverse consequences. If these energies fall out of their dynamic balance, energy can no longer flow harmoniously and this creates the circumstances for illnesses to occur.


Getting in touch


Yin Yoga practice gives us the peace that we so urgently need in this noisy world. We can use it to get in touch with our inner selves once again. Our body awareness is trained and intensified through long and deep stretches, but these also provide us with calm so that memories or emotions can emerge again. If we become our own quiet observer and look and listen carefully to what it is showing us, it is quite possible that we will even be able to trace the causes of certain complaints in time. The body communicates with us constantly, but many have forgotten how to listen to it and interpret its signs. For example, if we experienced emotional damage in childhood, this can have an effect into adult life. Symptoms often appear—such as nervousness, anxiety, depressive malaise, or sleep disturbances—which can be treated quickly with medicines, but the actual causes of the complaints remain unrecognized and untreated. It is therefore important to become aware of what is going on inside us, no matter whether it is pleasant or painful. If we identify what is causing us stress, then we can accept it, process it, and ultimately let it go. This progression can be very liberating and is a complete contrast to the repression of unpleasant experiences or memories. A repression mechanism never works in the long term. Whatever is behind it will keep occurring until it is accepted, understood, and released.
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