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Chapter 1: What is Yoga?

 Yoga
lately has been enjoying a bit of a rebirth in the West as people
begin to find that the ancient practice has a place in their busy
lives. With its increase in popularity, more and more people want
to know its background and the stories involved in its
creation.

These stories become more important also
because less and less people take the time to learn about the
tradition and meaning behind yoga, and have begun to think about it
as only a physical exercise.

Of course the poses, or asanas, are
important—but people forget, or don’t know, that there are actually
8 limbs on the tree of yoga, and the asanas are only the third limb
(more on this later!).

Hopefully, this book will help clear up
questions about the true meaning of yoga and the deeply rooted
traditions behind the physical practice most people are familiar
with, and will help to teach you about the less-discussed but most
important pieces of that tradition.

Let’s begin with the basics—What is
yoga?

The word yoga comes from Sanskrit, and
translated literally means to yoke or unite together. The
Yoga Sutras, one of the most important teachings in yoga, by
Patanjali, say that it is practiced with the intention to still the
fluctuations of the mind, and to tie the mind and body together. It
emphasizes the mind, body, and spirit connection by working with
the breath through your physical, or asana, practice, and also
through meditation and occasional chanting.

It is hoped that through the practice of
yoga, the student will find peace and stillness in their body, and
also help change the way they perceive the world around them and
their relationships with other people.

It is important to emphasize that simply
practicing yoga physically is not a solution to depression or
anxiety—yoga is a lifelong path to awakening, and involves a
journey that can involve a lot of physical and mental or emotional
changes.

For example, many people suggest that in
order to practice yoga you must be a vegetarian or stop drinking,
or quit smoking. While it is true that all these things could lead
to a healthier body in the end overall, they certainly are not
required to begin a yoga practice. Rather, the journey of yoga will
lead to a desire to stop doing these things as your body becomes
healthier and feels better, and the practitioner has more
energy.

The important thing about yoga is the
intention, the desire to improve, and most importantly: the
journey. Iyengar says it best when he wrote in Light on
Yoga, “The study of Yoga is not like work for a diploma or a
university degree by someone desiring favorable results in a
stipulated time.”

Another important aspect of yoga is
chanting -- particularly, the word “Aum” or “Ohm.” Many
teachers begin and end their classes with this chant. Sometimes it
can throw students off, because it feels “religious.” Religion is
certainly NOT what the word Ohm is about. It has a couple of
purposes in the beginning of a class, so hopefully it won’t leave
you feeling any kind of discomfort in participating.

Here are some of the purposes of chanting
Ohm:

1. We get so disconnected from other people
in our day to day lives—chanting in the beginning of a class is a
way to make one large, reverberating sound in a group in order to
ground students on their mat and give them a sense of
connection;

2. When we finish saying Ohm and end on the
long “m” sound, it creates a vibration through the body, which
awakens a sensitivity throughout us; and

3. Ohm or Aum in Sanskrit conveys the idea of
being all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-seeing. It is meant to
create a feeling of a larger presence in the world around us.

The Origins of Yoga

 Now that we know a little about the
basics of some of yoga’s fundamental concepts, let’s take a step
back and look at where it came from. The origins and background of
yoga is very important, because fewer and fewer people know or care
about where it originated. The traditions of yoga are what give its
meaning and its power, and without those we are left with just
another exercise craze.

Yoga was originally sprung from the idea of
connecting the body with a higher level of existence, and has a lot
of its background in Hinduism and 4 books called the Vedas.
However, yoga is thought to be even older than the creation of
Hinduism, and possibly began around 3,000 BC, which is when the
oldest archaeological evidence of yoga has been dated, evidence
which depicts figures in yogic poses inlayed in stone. It seems to
have begun as a way to heal communities and act as a guide for
human interaction.

Yoga throughout history can be divided into
four periods—the Vedic Period, the Pre-Classical, the
Classical, and the Post-Classical.

The Vedic period gets its name from
the creation of the four Vedas, which were mentioned earlier. The
Vedas are the basis for modern day Hinduism, and is a collection of
chants and hymns that reference the Divine. The Vedic period was
very absorbed in rituals for cleanliness and purification, and yoga
was seen as one of the ways to ritualize life in order to come into
the presence of the Divine.

The Pre-Classical period is centered
around the creation of a set of books called the Upanishads,
which are scriptures detailing the relationship between the self
and the Divine. This is the period where we first here reference to
the Brahman, or the universe, the Atman, or the self. It is often
said that Atman is a drop in the ocean of Brahman, which helps
conceptualize the relationship between the two.

This is also the period of time where
meditation becomes an important component of yoga thanks to the
teachings of the Buddha. Furthermore, the Bhagavad Gita was also
written in this period, and its essential message is that in order
to surpass the trouble in our lives and live in harmony with
others, we must move beyond our egos and act with courtesy and
restraint.

The Bhagavad Gita emphasis three basic points
that together help to fight against evil, which are loving
devotion, knowledge or contemplation, and acting selflessly.

The Classical period is most important
for the creation of the Yoga Sutra. Patanjali is a scholar who is
widely recognized as the person who compiled all the yogic
knowledge that the modern world now has, and his books, The Yoga
Sutras, are frequent references for yogis everywhere. Patanjali
is also the first person to give a well-written account of the 8
limbs of yoga, which I referenced earlier in this chapter.

Here are the 8 limbs:

1. Yama—five ways to provide ourselves
with self-discipline in order to more positively interact and
respond to those around us, including kindness, truthfulness, not
stealing, sexual appropriateness, and controlling jealousy

2. Niyama—five things to observe about
ourselves, which are cleanliness, contentment, perserverance,
self-study, and surrender to a bigger purpose

3. Asana—the physical practice of
yoga, meaning the different poses we practice in typical yoga
classes

4. Pranayama—mindful breathing (note:
pranayama can involve retaining of the breath in order to control
the level of energy in the body, and anything but the most basic
exercises should always be practiced with a mindful instructor)

5. Pratayahar—Withdrawal from external
objects or forces, or control of the senses

6. Dharana—Extended concentration and
meditation on one object, or control of the mind

7. Dhyana—Intense meditation

8. Samadhi—Consciousness merging with
the universe, and a losing of the individual self

The first four stages of yoga can be
practiced daily by a single practitioner—although the asanas and
pranayama should be practiced using a good deal of common sense if
they are not done in the presence of the teacher so that serious
injury is avoided.

The last four are much, much more difficult
to do alone and often require a master teacher for guidance. Also,
it is important to remember that yoga, like I mentioned earlier, is
a lifelong practice—people rarely, if ever, make it through all 8
stages.

Take 1 stage at a time, and always remember
that there is no competition here. Always try to incorporate the
yamas and niyamas in your asana practice on your mat, but also just
in your day to day life as you interact with others.

Practicing the yamas and the niyamas on your
mat involve you being present in your own practice, not comparing
yourself with the practice of those around you, and also practicing
self-love, which means never being angry with your body for the
things it can or cannot do, and allowing yourself to take the easy
road in your practice when you begin to feel worn out.

The best way to exemplify this is with a
saying from Baptiste yoga, which is a form of Vinyasa yoga:
Suffering is optional. If you ever feel like
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