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“This is a brave and passionate book that should be in every yoga lover’s backpack. It shows that yoga is far more than the beneficial physical exercise it has often been reduced to in our materialist culture, and it demonstrates with precise verve how doing yoga can provide a foundation of galvanized yet peaceful energy for the courageous work of sacred activism and for rising gracefully to the brutal challenges of our time.”
ANDREW HARVEY, COAUTHOR OF HEART YOGA
“There is more to yoga than staying limber, youthful, and healthy. The confrontation with the vulnerability of the body and the finite nature of life is an essential moment of spiritual learning. William Yang has collected precious lessons about courage, compassion, and love in the years he has worked with people who have cancer. He has brought these lessons together in this book, opening up a deeper dimension in yoga. His exercises are simple, yet profound and very energetic. They help you embrace the totality of life and enjoy the depth of the moment. William’s work has become a source of inspiration for many yoga teachers and their students. I can heartily recommend this book.”
LEA VOS, FORMER DIRECTOR OF ZWEIERSDAL, CENTER FOR YOGA AND CONTINUING EDUCATION FOR YOGA TEACHERS
“William Yang invites people to take the journey into the depth of their own being. If people are willing to investigate their life in the face of death, all false solutions will be destroyed. This book is not only for the sick but for all those affected by the incurable disease of life. Yoga of Courage and Compassion is remarkable.”
DRS. NOL HOGEMA, OP, FORMER DIRECTOR OF THE HAN FORTMAN 
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Introduction
The German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche once said that he wanted to write philosophy with a hammer. Likewise, I would like to teach yoga with a hammer. With a hammer and a sword, even! A hammer to break, and a sword to cut through the walls and fundaments of the ego-centered mind, but with tenderness and compassion, to touch the ego’s vulnerability and challenge its defensiveness and its desperately cherished “peace of mind.”
This special kind of yoga was developed through the years I worked with people who had cancer and their relatives. In 1983 I was invited to implement a counseling program for cancer patients in the Canisius Wilhelmina Hospital in Nijmegen, eastern Netherlands. Inspired by the pioneering work of oncologist Dr. O. Carl Simonton in the 1970s, this program integrated a variety of body-mind techniques to give patients effective tools to “fight for their lives” by stimulating the power of the mind over the body.
And it worked. Many patients were able to mobilize and enhance their healing process and not rely only on doctors and medicine. Of course, not every patient was physically cured, but many appreciated gaining a clearly discernible influence over their quality of life by gaining a more realistic control over their thoughts, feelings, and communications. They reported feeling better, sleeping better, and having a more positive outlook on life.
But it seldom worked completely.
The power of an illness that uproots the foundations of life itself and all its dreams, plans, and expectations is greater than any body-mind technique. All the benefits of the exercises I so patiently taught could be hammered down and cut through overnight by the brutal force of cancer. This enemy shattered all defense barriers.
The proverb “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” applies to cancer. So in the end many cancer patients were forced to do the unimaginable: join the overwhelming force of the cancer instead of resisting it, letting it become an ally. Rather than putting up a last frenetic fight against this enemy, patients began to give in to it and let go of the fighting. They realized that tenacious clinging to dear life would get them nowhere. They learned to relax somehow, to rest and allow the mind to become still. This stilling of the mind requires inordinate courage, especially as it requires accepting life as it is: impermanent.
Impermanence is the bedrock of the Buddha’s teachings, and was the shocking truth that Jesus Christ demonstrated through his own vulnerable human life and death.
Peace of mind in the face of death only exists on rare occasions. That’s the bad news: death shatters all peace of mind. And with mind’s peace shattered, so is the ego. That may be the good news and the reason why death can be our most valuable ally. Death forces us out of our minds, our ego-centered minds.
In the face of death, the only possible peace exists outside of the mind, out and beyond the mind’s clinging to and fighting for survival. The only peace that can be is the peace that according to the gospels is “not of this world,” not of this mind.
So death takes us into the heart of the teachings of the Buddha and the heart of the life of Christ. As such, death is indeed an invaluable ally to the soul.
The yoga of courage and compassion can be considered a gift from the sick and dying to the healthy and living. It gathered its strength at the edge of life, where life meets death. It offers its insights and strengths for use in the midst of life itself, in every moment and every season of it. It offers a sword to cut through the clinging and fighting of our minds, and a hammer to break down the walls between ourselves and life such as it is.
It creates a space for peace to be.
The nine chapters that follow each consist of an introductory text and a series of exercises that transmute the words and ideas found here in this introduction into the living reality of our breath, our body, and our daily actions. The exercises have been carefully selected to explore step-by-step the space beyond the mind, the space of life such as it is. Each chapter builds on the previous chapter, so it is important to first become familiar with the exercises in one chapter before going on to the next.
Your journey begins now, starting with your breath, your breathing out . . .
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1
Breathing Out
Letting Yourself Go
A yoga of courage and compassion is not a set of exercises to relax the body and ease the mind. It’s more like an adventurous journey or a pilgrimage, the pilgrimage of a lifetime that can change you profoundly. This pilgrimage is no sightseeing tour. It’s an expedition full of hazards and demands, at times seemingly frightening and dangerous, but more often simply exciting and eventful. It also has its uneventful, even boring moments—moments where you wonder why, for heaven’s sake, you ever embarked on this trip. In these moments of doubt you are tempted to stop and turn back. And also, there is the fear of reaching the end. What then? Is there anything further? How will it be for me? Will I still be the person I know now?
The most difficult part of this journey is the beginning, and the most difficult step is the first step: leaving all that’s familiar and comfortable behind, and embracing discomfort and insecurity as those feelings arise. Even more difficult is abandoning all the broken dreams and unfinished business, as disappointments, frustration, and anger are often stronger ties to the past than satisfaction and happiness.
Do you really want to go on this trip? Is your motivation strong enough to make you go, to keep you going, to go all the way?
What is the motor of your motivation? Are you lured by the promise of something better and more beautiful out there, or are you driven by the discontent and disillusionment of being here? Whatever your basic motivation, going on this pilgrimage means primarily letting go of yourself.
Many cancer patients sense the depth of these words better than I do. To them it means letting go of continuously clinging to life and resisting death. It means surrendering, deeply relaxing the fibers of their bodies and souls. The idea of letting go takes them into a foreign land, an empty space beyond hope and despair, yet unexpectedly peaceful, silent, and strangely vast and unfathomable.
Of course, this is a rare experience even among cancer patients. How much rarer it must be for most of us who are in the middle of our lives, far from its edge, with its life-threatening illnesses, or where just plain old age lurks.
Cancer patients have to live near sharp edges, forced to face the hard facts of life and death. Most of us are under the illusion that we live at the comfortable center of life, with our dreams, fantasies, and the many activities we think are so important and urgent. Compared to the hard facts of life and death, these things are rather soft and fluffy. The more we wrap our lives up with such soft, fluffy material, the more secure we feel, safely distanced from life’s sharp edges.
But maybe this is exactly the reason why we want to go on a journey full of insecurities, hazards, and demands. It may be because our lives are so heavily cushioned with comforts and securities and stuffed with routines that we can no longer breathe freely. Or maybe we suspect that there must be a place where we can breathe a cleaner and purer air.
Siddhartha Gautama, who later became the Buddha, had these very same reasons for leaving the luxury and comforts of his father’s palace. Boredom with the easy life literally drove him up the palace walls. Curiosity made him look over them. Courage made him go past them. He went alone—just one loyal attendant to lead him out. Once outside, he saw some of life’s realities for the first time: a sick man, an old man, a dead body. They provided him with the hard facts that made him think, grow up, and eventually wake up to real life—life and death, total impermanence. It was a mind-blowing experience for this young man who before this had lived the sheltered life of a prince. Now he realized how ephemeral that life was and how he was surrounded by a sea of troubles and suffering. He saw how artificial the walls were that his father had built to keep the real world out. He understood that he had never been in touch with life, because he had never been in touch with death.
The first steps on our trip are very much like Siddhartha’s first steps beyond the walls of his father’s court. Once outside these walls we will hit the same hard realities that hit Siddhartha, and like him we may also wake up.
After Siddhartha became the Buddha, the Awakened One, he advised others to use the hard fact of death as a most valuable ally for confronting the ego-centered mind. He regarded meditating on death as the most basic and effective of all meditations.
It is said in the Mahaparinirvana Sutra:
Of all the footprints
Those of the elephant are supreme.
Similarly, of all mindfulness meditations
Those on death are supreme.
So we should think and feel like terminally ill cancer patients! As a help to this meditation it is recommended that we follow this simple exercise: attend to the coming and going of the breath. Attending to the breath in this very simple way helps us get to the most direct and intimate knowledge of the basic fact of life: its fleeting and impermanent nature.
How different this is from the basic idea with which Descartes, the father of modern Western philosophy, tried to give himself a foothold in reality: Cogito, ergo sum, “I think, therefore I am.” The Buddha would probably have said: “I breathe, therefore I am . . . not for very long.” Respiro, ergo non sum.
Breathing Out
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[image: image] Buddha’s Basic Breathing Meditation
And how does someone remain focused on the body in and of itself? Breathing in long, he is aware, “I am breathing in long”; or breathing out long, he is aware, “I am breathing out long.” Or breathing


OPS/images/img_tp.jpg
YOGA

« Courage
ard Compassion

Conscious Breathing
and Guided Meditation

A Sacred Planet Book

William Yang

Inner Traditions

Rochester, Vermont





OPS/images/img_003.jpg





OPS/images/img_004.jpg





OPS/images/p01.jpg
BREATH





OPS/images/9781644112878_cvi.jpg
“Of all the footprints, those of the elephant are supreme.
Similarly, of all mindfulness meditations,

those on death are supreme.” — Buddha

YOGA

of Courage & Compassion

Conscious Breathing
and Guided Meditation

William Yang





OPS/images/img_001.jpg





