Myself and Yoga

What I am drawn to at the moment both within my yoga practice and from the yoga books that I am reading is the definition of Yoga. The word yoga is derived from the Sanskrit root yuj meaning to join, to unite, to attach. The English word yoke is cognate with the Sanskrit word yoga. We can think of yoga as the joining of the atma with the paramatma; the soul with God. There are numerous means of joining with God: through action, karma-yoga; through knowledge, jnana-yoga; through devotion, bhakti-yoga; through meditation, dhyana-yoga, etc
. The uniting of two forces drives deeply into both the practical ‘yoga on the mat’ and into our everyday routines. This is summed up by the words in The Spiritual Teachings of Yoga;
 ‘we are starting to train our entire organism to become single-minded, directed in purpose’. 

In the same book
 the author talks about a person’s view of life depending upon their view of themselves. If he/she thinks of themselves as just matter and space then their view of the world will be the same. If viewing the self as spiritual then that is how the world around will seem also. 

As I spend time in my yoga practice, experiencing the change in my breath and sensation as I move in and out of postures, and as I change day by day, month by month and year by year, my understanding of myself grows both physically, mentally and spiritually, and so does my understanding of the world around me including relationships, work, home-life, grieving, celebrations, politics, caring for others, community, and so the list goes on giving my life a richness which was always there but which I could not feel or appreciate before.

I have been practicing with some videos of Jason Crandell
. He has often said whilst he is teaching, ‘the purpose of Yoga is to feel more’. Matthew Sanford
 has also been a great inspiration to me in this area. His mantra is ‘our minds and bodies work better together’. But, obviously, a lot of us make the choice of not using them in this way. In fact, to actively seek out their disconnection with painkillers and drink and drugs, loud music, frenetic activity and plenty of television is quite normal. I don’t disagree with any of these in ‘a grand sweeping gesture of disapproval’ sort of way. In fact if approached with thoughtfulness, gentle initiation, in the right dosage, with the correct timing, taking your personal needs and direction into account and making sure of positive intention (much like a potentially deep and difficult yoga asana) anything can be used as a medicine. But often the intention is to just stop feeling at all.

For me both the benefits of Yoga and the hardest thing of all are to learn to be present in every moment. To notice when I am pulling away from a pose. To notice what happens to my breath and in my mind just before this happens. To learn how to bring myself back into my body. To learn how to fight away any fear and to cultivate all the things that bring health and strength. Matthew Sanford has said in his interviews, ‘What is your own mind/body relationship?’ ‘Refine the quality of that interaction’. Each day I try to redefine that relationship. Just like any relationship there are good days and bad days. I remember hearing a great pianist say that it was on the days that he really didn’t want to practice, perhaps when he was ill or distracted by what it would seem were bigger problems, he would know it was even more important to sit down at his piano. This was so that when the time of the performance came, he knew, no matter how he felt, or what was going on perfection was possible. It is like this with my Yoga practice also. I keep practicing on the days when it feels like there is no point. On the days where progress isn’t possible, so that even in the most trying moments I am learning to keep connected with, and moving towards life.

As Matthew Sanford says, ‘sometimes Yoga is boring!’ Sometimes, we just chog along in our poses, not feeling anything particularly magnificent and sometimes feeling absolutely fed up. Life is like that! We need to learn to take the ordinary and deepen it. It is quite a challenge to let Yoga be ordinary. As I become older sometimes I feel, for me, Yoga is learning to be ordinary. Not chasing after the illusive ‘extraordinary’, but just being with what is. After all, at the heart of every Yoga practice is the meditative aspect. Just feeling the breath going in and feeling the breath going out. All the cravings and the aversions of the mind are eventually overcome and each moment is no longer an opportunity to run towards or away from some dreamy imaginings, but a moment to just be.

My personal definition of Yoga has changed many times and I expect it to change many more times. At the moment it is to be myself. This is harder work than I could ever have imagined. Learning to just be in the moment instead of chasing the next moment. Yoga doesn’t eliminate the struggle in life, but it is a very helpful tool for bringing a softness, an understanding and a purpose to that struggle.
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