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Prologue: Your Body as Earthen Vessel

mud \'məd\ n.: wet, sticky, soft earth, as on the banks of a river

hut \'hət\ n.: a small, cozy house, shelter, or cottage

adobe \ə-'dō-bē\ n.: a sun-dried brick of clay and straw used to build a structure

MANY WISDOM TRADITIONS THROUGHOUT HISTORY CONSIDER the body to be a temple for the spirit. In order to create a conscious and functional relationship with the body, I prefer to begin with an image that is less grandiose than a temple. A temple is an awesome destination. Going to a temple requires that I leave my home and my everyday life to seek contact with the divine. There are times and places for this journey, moments in life when a pilgrimage to a place beyond home is desirable and appropriate exactly for the separation from everyday life that it affords. But I choose not to approach the body in this manner.

Rather than a temple of magnificent marble columns and lofty spires, I am inviting you into an image of your body that is more personal, more like a cozy seat in front of a hearth shared with your most trusted friend. This trusted friend beside you is yourself—not the icon of a supreme being, not an authority on mystical transcendence, but your own inner advisor.

When my wife, Amba, and I were making plans to build a home in the jungle on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica, I attended a seminar on the contemporary uses of adobe in Central America. I grew up in the American Southwest where some of the adobe buildings—earthen structures made of clay and straw and built a thousand years ago—are still standing today. Since as far back in my childhood as I can remember, being inside these adobe homes has always given me a cozy, secure feeling, like being taken into an earthen womb.

As part of the seminar we took a field trip to an ancient village in Costa Rica to see homes that have been standing for more than eight hundred years, surviving earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, and torrential storms. Passing through the portal into one of the earthen cottages, I was overcome by a vivid awareness of the many human activities that this profoundly simple home had seen. Inside the intimacy of that magical hut, where the walls reverberated with the energy of living human community, I sat down on the floor in front of a sculpted fireplace and conceived the vision of yoga that I share with you in this book.

Different from the many views present in the world of yoga today, I want to provide a perspective that comes from an inquiry into who you already are, to present a mirror for you to behold the power, beauty, and wisdom that live inside you. In my thirty years of practice in spiritual and body-based disciplines, the experiences that have made the most profound difference in my life are the ones that awaken from a place deep inside my own being.

I begin this book with the metaphor of a humble adobe hut to underscore the experience of timelessness and simplicity that we, as human beings, can have while living in our earthen, fleshly bodies. The simple beauty of a mud home is a symbol for the journey presented herein: I desire that the time you invest in the inquiry of Self-Awakening Yoga will result in a deeper appreciation for the flesh-and-blood haven of your own body. I intend nothing less than a coming home to the comfortable security of your hut, your cozy shelter within.

Yoga is often presented in the West as a way to “get better.” With promises of physical prowess, heavenly states of consciousness, and the attainment of powers of concentration and self-mastery, yoga is frequently undertaken with ardent hopes for a better body, stronger control of mind and emotions, and the dream of a life beyond mundane human experiences. However, embracing the technology of yoga—and the authority of the yoga teacher—can easily become another way of separating ourselves from our natural wisdom by encouraging us to look outside ourselves for the peace and harmony we seek. To return to our natural state of being at ease in our bodies entails a personal journey that does not require traveling beyond ourselves to find the means for expanding into our fullest evolutionary potential. To come home to ourselves calls for returning to the original creativity that permits us the freedom and benevolence of spirit to begin with ourselves as we already are.
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For the many years that I taught art-education courses I made it a priority to organize a field trip early in the semester to the closest deposit of clay I could find. With forty university students caravanning to a vacant field or remote river, we would arrive amid a lot of noise—doors opening, trunks popping up, shovels and buckets clanging, and a chorus of the requisite “Why are we here?” questions. When I determined that I could be heard above the hubbub, a hush gave way to my pronouncement. “As elementary teachers, our culture entrusts our children into your care. You have a responsibility to help children develop a comfortable relationship to nature and the world in which they live.”

“But Professor Stapleton, do we have to get muddy to learn how to teach this? And what about the gnats and grasshoppers out here?”

I encouraged everyone to notice the discomforts as obstacles to feeling at home in these unfamiliar surroundings. How can teachers provide an experience to their students that they have not integrated within themselves? And how else can we enter into an experience of the unknown unless we are willing to pass through the initial discomforts of each moment in a new situation?

Every “clay day” unfolded in an amazingly consistent manner: the fascination of discovery became absorbing to the point that nagging annoyances faded to the background. We became original humankind searching for the oldest material shapeable by human hands—clay. By digging for clay we were participating with the funded wisdom of our entire human ancestry.

Maybe it was the sensual allure of clay on bare feet that caused the first human to stoop down and pick up the sticky mass with his or her hands. Maybe it was in scraping the clay off the feet that a natural fascination for squeezing and squishing the malleable stuff emerged. How many lifetimes were spent in playful, idle fascination with the material itself before clay became useful? All conjecture aside, we know that at some moment in time an important discovery was made: when the pliable lump of earth was left by the fire, it hardened. Based on this realization, hunter-gatherers were able to create bowls and jars—vessels essential for transporting provisions from place to place.

For elementary teachers-in-training to smell the loam of earth, to feel the sensation of raw clay in their hands, to fathom the depths of human creativity involved in one single click on the evolutionary wheel I was willing to make sandwiches and journey with them to the edge of the South Florida marshlands. I withheld from my temptation to answer their inevitable “Why are we here?” question with the predictably professional answer: “We are here to discover that clay comes from some place other than a plastic bag in Wal-Mart.” I wanted more for them than simply an enhanced understanding of a material that was going to be used in their classrooms. I hoped that clay day would set the mood for awakening an inquiry into our innate creativity and the learning process.

Once, in a lecture to a group of my graduate students, Buckminster Fuller characterized the room we were sitting in as a rectilinear box. He pointed out that, in our human desire to compartmentalize our knowledge, we went so far as to create our homes and workspaces as boxes in which we organize and “store” ourselves. In contrast, early homes were caves, lean-tos of branches and grass, organic forms sculpted from mud bricks—all manner of construction to shelter our bodies from the wide-open ceiling of sun and stars. The great inventor and architect’s point was that the shape of the space in which we live actually shapes our consciousness. Fuller proclaimed the glories of living and working in shapes and structures that come from an organic interaction with nature; his favorite dwelling for human beings was the dome.

Years of yoga later I am ever grateful to Buckminster Fuller for his simple message that day. He provided insight into my experience of living in a bodily home, a home that is constantly shaping and reshaping my consciousness. Our bodies, like the clay we impress with the designs and shapes of our imagination, are infinitely malleable. We are the beings endowed with the ability to both shape and be shaped by the worlds in which we live.

The word adobe is not indigenous American or Spanish, as I had always thought. Adobe is an Arabic word that found its way into use throughout the world, from Africa to Israel, from India to Costa Rica, from Santa Fe to Peru. In all those places, adobe refers to huts and cottages that are constructed of mud bricks.

In my estimation, the word yoga has a similar universality. As I watch the word yoga enter mainstream culture, I appreciate its wide reference to a multitude of practices and modalities that share the foundational intention of bringing about integration of all aspects of one’s being through a combination of physical and mental practices that both expand self-awareness and produce spiritual attunement. In addition to thirty years’ experience teaching yoga in the United States, Europe, Canada, and Costa Rica, I also taught yoga in India, the land where yoga originally emerged. I was amazed to observe that hatha yoga is as foreign to most people living on the Indian continent as cowboys are to contemporary Texans. The bodily approach to yoga has frequently taken the lowest rung of respectability among the pious yoga practitioners in India; only recently have hatha yoga classes become available to the modern, health-conscious generations in India. I learned Zen Hara Yoga from Koji Yamamoto, a hara yoga master who had relocated from his home in Japan to teach in Manhattan. When I accepted an invitation to teach hara yoga in Japan, a culture known for its awesome focus on meditation, I was forewarned that the last thing my hosts wanted to learn was yet another way to sit and be still. They wanted to release seriousness and have fun and were deeply grateful for the lighthearted range of hara yoga and movement practices that evoked a deep belly laugh.

In such a multicultural climate of cross-pollination, we see exercise and fitness trends embrace the concept of yoga movement. We see popular fusions such as yogaerobics, power yoga workouts, Yoganetics, Acu-yoga, Yogalates, and many varieties of yoga therapy. Yoga fitness vacations blend the practices of multiple disciplines with adventure travel to offer fresh insights into the inquiry of yoga.

Freeing the term yoga and yoga experiences from their culture-bound and tradition-bound moorings is not a new phenomenon. According to folklore surrounding the shamanic origins of yogic practice, the secrets of yoga emerged in the covert experiments of individual practitioners who were searching for a deeper relationship to their own inner nature than was acknowledged in the dominating and often oppressive Vedic culture. The diverse practices forming the web of yogic knowledge grew out of the compelling urge for individuals to delve into the mysteries encoded within the layers of one’s own experience of self, independent of pervading cultural beliefs and norms of the time. To protect their autonomy and to ensure their freedom to make this inner journey, the early yogis lived outside the culture, often in the surrounding forests and caves. The clandestine encounters between these earlier practitioners began to yield a common understanding that, although their inquiries into self-awareness were idiosyncratic, there were patterns of similarity emerging that resulted in an evolutionary progression toward expanding consciousness.

Our sense of who we are as individuals develops within the context of our culture’s wisdom, history, and traditions. But hidden in the nature of being identified within any group—be that family, religion, or culture—is the seductive force that homogenizes all idiosyncratic differences into the unifying characteristics of the group. To come to intimately know ourselves as individuals requires turning inside to identify personal meaning and fulfillment.

In looking to the historic traditions of yoga as a map for making the inner journey, I have discovered that unless I look to the early spirit of inquiry and creativity modeled in the origins of yoga, I am likely to get caught up in the expectations inherent in the contemporary versions of yoga that are cycling through our culture at the moment. Many popular forms of yoga are offered with such fundamentalist zeal that personal inquiry is discouraged and experimentation with the traditional form is met with caution and fear.

“Medical-model yoga,” or yoga that is taken on for the purpose of fixing or curing specific ailments, has become so common that many people look to the yoga teacher in the same way they would look to a doctor, physical therapist, or other health specialist for diagnosis, treatment, and prescription for their ills. What appears on the surface to be an alternative modality for health care can in fact be used to reinforce dependence on an external authority, displacing our power and responsibility outside ourselves rather than drawing us toward our inner resources to find strength and balance.

Routinized or formulaic approaches to yoga that do not vary with the individual or take into account the developmental needs that arise at different stages of life can become internalized as a substitute for genuine self-inquiry into what stimulates our evolutionary capacities toward growth and change. Traditionalists, who prefer to keep yoga pure to the customs of a particular school or historical form from India are at a loss to account for the often contradictory and widely differing interpretations of yoga’s fundamentals. I view yoga as an evolving inquiry rather than as a six-thousand-year-old science or religion that must be historically reconstructed to be of use in our growth as human beings on the planet at this time. Drawing from my background as a visual artist, I have come to view yoga as an art—like the art of painting, for example. If you want to learn to paint, you begin with the style and materials of the teacher who introduces you to the experience. You learn the basics of the teacher’s approach, and then you open into the wider field of experience by studying many artists, styles, and traditions. If you prematurely fixate on the style of one school or one teacher, your personal style will be out of reach. The benefit of practicing yoga with many different teachers is that each gives you a window to view your unique, subjective capacities and further the development of your own yoga practice.

Self-Awakening Yoga is a synthesis of principles and practices developed in my journey toward unlocking the power of learning through direct listening to the body. As a professor of art education, I searched for methods of teaching that nurtured the creativity in students who, for the most part, had been conditioned to see themselves as incapable of inventing images that were personally expressive. As the head program developer of yoga teaching at Kripalu, one of the worlds’ largest yoga centers, I nurtured an environment that empowered teachers and students to draw from their personal yoga journeys for creating experiences that would inspire and sustain lifelong learning.

The explorations and inquiries herein are offered to you as a launching point for developing your own yoga. As you enter into this creative process, you are fueling your personal evolution while simultaneously participating with yoga’s continual evolution. The self-knowledge you gain from undertaking the inquiries of Self-Awakening Yoga can provide a foundation for entering into any form of yoga practice without abandoning contact with your inner guidance or neglecting the wisdom flowing from your organism.

In returning to the comfort of yourself as you already are you may be astonished to discover that the expansion of consciousness can occur easily and comfortably each and every time you enter the “mud hut” of your inner home, rather than taking years to attain. As you develop your ability to listen to your body by following your sensations, you may notice yourself entering into direct communication with your inner self. The inquiries in this book can help you attune to the pulse of your inner being by increasing your overall sensorial awareness. By turning homeward for authority in your yoga practice, you may begin to regard your body as a place of refuge, renewal, and self-regeneration. As the opportunity arises to sense that your body is not just a house that you enter from time to time but that it is a home, you may begin to rely on your body as a place that is continuously being fashioned by you to fulfill your needs and to make deep contact with the unfolding layers of yourself.

One story goes that God planted his hands in a lump of clay to fashion an image in his own likeness then breathed the breath of life into his handiwork. If we are to participate with the creative force moving through all of creation, isn’t it possible that we have the innate capacity to shape the world in which we live from the inside out?
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1  The Path to the Teacher Within

SOME FIRST-LOVE EXPERIENCES HAVE NOTHING TO DO with another human being. My first love emerged with a blank piece of paper when I discovered that I had the power to create a world by moving my drawing pencil across the page. My second love grew naturally out of the first—the love of enticing others to exercise their creative minds. To this end, I became an art teacher. I was introduced to my third love while teaching undergraduate and graduate-level courses in art education, the philosophy and psychology of creative development, and natural crafts at the University of South Florida.

This strange new love was yoga. But it was not an experience of love at first sight.

Being an artist, I accepted the conventional premise that extremes in lifestyle were part of the creative process. Excessive work, an imbalanced diet, and recreational dabbling with various mood-enhancing and mind-expanding drugs were behaviors begun in graduate school and continued as underground habits in my life as a professor. As befit the subject of our study—an exploration of the creative process—each group of students turned into a community; my friendship with many students outgrew our formal roles. As truly good friends will do, over time a few students pointed out to me that I could stand to get a lot healthier; I could clean up my diet and should quit smoking.

The truth of what they were telling me came as a wake-up call the night I ventured into my first yoga class. I expected to feel better after one class, but the class was torture—I was horrified at the simple things I could not do. Used to smoking a pack and a half of Marlboros every day, I could not even take a deep breath.

It was a year before I returned to a yoga class. That was a long year of going inside myself to realize that if I were to continue the same unwholesome patterns for much longer, I would quickly become an old man. Changing my detrimental habits and quitting smoking were not decisions that I consciously made and worked at; yet, over the course of that year following my introduction to yoga, my lifestyle began to change. My “confrontation” with my lifestyle habits had come in a package, complete with a few practices from that first yoga class that provided a structure for me to work with myself. A year later, when I went to my second yoga class, I was ready to open into a new life.

Over time my love for yoga grew. My enthusiasm drew me to study with many masters, including Ram Dass, who gave a weeklong retreat at the Ocala National Forest in Florida in 1975. By that time I was teaching yoga; I was searching for instruction that would further my personal practice and also give me insight into teaching others.

Ram Dass is a witty, brilliant, and totally engaging teacher. He was a student of yoga—not a guru. He was not recruiting disciples. He was dedicated to transmitting his passion for the journey of transformation that came through the path of yoga, which for him was centered in social service.

At that retreat we chanted, danced, and sat for hours listening to Ram Dass’s stories. We sipped barley soup and ate brown bread in silence. We sat for meditation at 4:00 every morning, and after breakfast we were instructed in the familiar yoga postures that I was already teaching. I felt at home with the three hundred people who were sharing this experience of spiritual education, American style.

One evening, as Ram Dass was leaving the dining hall, I cornered him with a question about my conflict between teaching art and teaching yoga. His message was that I appeared to be seeking yogic awakening in a mental way and that I could not skip the first step of opening my heart. He encouraged me to follow the path with heart.

I admit that I felt embarrassed about not already knowing how to do what Ram Dass was suggesting. I could perform postures. I could sit still and meditate. I could accomplish whatever willful practice I decided to do that was good for me. But open my heart? I had no idea how to approach the task.

“A path with heart”—although I was embarrassed and perplexed, this disturbing advice was to become a guiding force in my life.

In January of 1976, a few months after being with Ram Dass, I met Yogi Amrit Desai at a retreat at Swan Lake, outside of Gainesville, Florida. Some friends from my yoga circle were going to the retreat, making it convenient and comfortable for me to “check out” another guru.

Upon arriving at the retreat grounds early in the afternoon, the guru’s disciples and staff were instantly obvious; they all were dressed in white clothing. Retreat guests lined up at the registration and souvenir tables. Among the assortment of items for sale were prayer beads, audiotapes, and bundles of incense, the scent of which permeated all the buildings and grounds surrounding Swan Lake. The spicy fragrance was alluring—to this day I remember that scent and the feelings associated with experiencing it for the first time.

The grand hall filled fast. I positioned myself close to the central aisle. Everyone sat on the floor quietly waiting for the program to begin. A woman dressed in a white sari stood to take the microphone; she gave us instructions about how to stand when the yogi came into the room. She then led us in meditation until Yogi Desai arrived. I opened my eyes to scrutinize the woman more closely—she was continually readjusting the slippery yardage of her sari to cover her bare midriff. As she settled into her role it became clear that she was in charge of the retreat and would be telling us what was what for the weekend.

I was startled by the loud noise announcing the yogi’s arrival. A man was blowing through a hole in a conch shell as though it were a trumpet. Everyone jolted up to standing for the yogi’s arrival. I strained to see what was happening. The group quickly swarmed toward the center aisle. I feared that I would be pushed over the line of flower petals that delineated the boundary of the runway, and I knew by the demeanor of the woman who had given us our instructions that crossing that boundary would be a terrible transgression. I dug in my heels and held the line.

As he smoothly proceeded toward me, his pumpkin-colored robes swaying, I became utterly entranced. To the dissatisfaction of my analytical eye, I could not determine the origin of the yogi’s movement. In years of drawing live models, my eye had been trained to observe lines of movement that transfer through the body from a point of origin or intention. Yet, as he approached, I could not determine what was moving this man. He appeared to be floating, his body hanging from his head like a string hanging from a helium-filled balloon. What was moving this man? How could a body move with such effortlessness?

I remember the exact moment in which I realized that Yogi Desai embodied a possibility for me—that I, too, could be inside myself in the same effortless way that the yogi inhabited his body. In that moment of realization I comprehended that my body was meant to move in the natural way that he was moving. I was infused with an instant understanding of the purpose of yoga. I knew that my life would be about yoga from that moment on.

Yogi Desai glided to the front of the hall and bowed to the giant photograph of his guru, Swami Kripalu, which stood on an easel surrounded by flowers and potted plants. All the people in the room went to their knees. Yogi Desai then stood up, put his hands together as if in a prayer, and looked out at us. Even though an ocean of people surrounded me, I felt the yogi looking directly at me.

The trancelike state began to modulate as the guru straightened his robe and sat down in a draped chair. Two stagehands quickly brought out a coffee table and a wood-box pump organ. The yogi explained that he was going to lead us in a chant with Sanskrit words. Since we did not understand what the words meant, he admonished us not to try too hard to interpret them. “You do not need understanding to enter the doorway to experience. Chanting is an experience of becoming enchanted—so relax and enjoy.”

I was taking pleasure in the melody, clapping my hands and moving to the rhythm of the chant: “Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.” At first only a handful of people were standing up to dance. As the room started stirring to the beat of the drums, many more joined in the magic of the dance. Behind my closed eyes, and being absorbed in my own movement, I didn’t notice how others were being affected by the chanting until a woman sitting beside me began to cry. I opened my eyes to see her crying give way to shaking. I abruptly sat down. All around me people were entering into myriad intensifying expressions—uncontrollable laughing, weeping, howling, quivering, and jolting from one spontaneous yoga posture into another. Some people seemed to be entering torturous emotional states while others moved slowly into angelic stances, with expressions of rapture and bliss on their faces. Surrounded in the chaos of wild movement and the sounds of heavy breathing gone out of control, I had long since stopped chanting and stared with dismay at what I was witnessing.

I had heard about holy rollers, people at tent revivals who worked themselves into trance states and then handled snakes and spoke in tongues and danced wildly with an infusion of the Holy Spirit. The only way to make sense out of this commotion was to reference those stories from childhood, stories that I had taken to be at least an extension of the truth, if not pure myth. I squirmed to find an anchor in the midst of the tumult.

When Yogi Desai stopped chanting, the room immediately returned to stillness. The audience rapidly shifted into an attitude of normalcy, as though nothing unusual had just occurred. I was shocked. I clearly did not understand what was going on.

Yogi Desai stood up and shook out his robe, then sat back down. A big grin came over his face. I felt relief that he was grinning. I interpreted his smile to mean that he, too, thought the previous display was strange.

For the next half hour he talked about a mysterious life force called prana that could be awakened by chanting or doing yoga. I remember him saying something to the effect of: “When prana awakens, it has an intelligence all its own and will make your mind and body do some pretty strange things. In yogic terms, this process of awakening prana is called purification. Awakened prana has the effect of a detergent on your whole being and will leave you balanced, if you let it do its thing. If you try to stop it, you will be left with your fears and blocks as before. If you surrender to the flow of energy as you experience it naturally, it will always bring you into a harmonious relationship between body and mind.”

He stated that those of us who didn’t respond to the chanting were controlling our experience. It wasn’t until he asked people to come to the front of the room and share their experiences that I began to feel more comfortable with the phenomenon I had witnessed. Like myself, here were ordinary people who had not expected anything to happen; unlike me, those who were now speaking had found themselves letting go into primal impulses that somehow became activated through the chanting. Remembering my trancelike experience when the yogi first entered the room, I began understanding that each person’s prana could be awakened in a manner that suited his or her own personality and history at that moment.

By the end of the first morning’s session I decided that I liked this yogi. I certainly did not understand everything that had happened, but I was willing to bypass my instinctual reflexes to judge and criticize what I did not understand.

After lunch the director arranged us in a big circle in the middle of the room. The roadies rolled out a large Oriental carpet and brought a microphone. We received our instructions to stand when the yogi entered the room, and to sit, kneel, or stand in concentric rings so that everyone could see what was happening in the middle of the circle.

We chanted for an hour. Finally the conch blew and in bounced Yogi Desai wearing white polyester pants and a nylon turtleneck. He was buoyant and full of fun. After bowing to his teacher’s picture, he sat in the middle of the rug and explained that he was going to give us a demonstration of his yoga. He asked us to stay relaxed but alert while watching him.

Yogi Desai drew his legs into the lotus position and closed his eyes. Slowly his hands moved toward his face, a movement so prolonged that I didn’t register the moment until his hands touched his skin. I was mesmerized. Soon I noticed his hands cupping his eyes. I fixated on the large sparkling reddish-purple stone he wore in a gold ring on his right hand. As I opened into the experience of this mesmerizing dance, the yogi’s body began to move into various postures and positions that I did not recognize from my yoga training. What he was showing us felt more like a sacred temple dance than a Sun Salutation. Yogi Desai moved like a cat stretching, then like a serpent undulating. The rhythmic sound of his breath became louder as his ribs and chest began to open like a bird expanding its wings. The quality of his movement and his reverential attitude transmitted a great lesson about where yoga came from in the human psyche.

Becoming entrained with the guru’s movement, I had the feeling that I was in the center of the circle, being moved by prana. I felt his relaxation and his peace. He achieved such a state of purity in being that I became concerned for his safety. Similar to watching a tiny baby move, he was so vulnerable that I wanted to protect him. I remember thinking that the world is not a safe place for such openness.

I don’t know how the yoga flow ended; at some point I closed my eyes and was drawn very deeply into the cave of myself. I lost awareness of being in a room with other people and had the deepest rest I’d ever experienced while being awake.

When I opened my eyes Yogi Desai was seated in stillness. He opened his eyes and took the microphone. He said that it was difficult to speak after going so deep. He stood up and moved to his chair, which had been brought into the circle. Like little children with a kindly grandfather, everyone quickly scooted to sit as close to him as possible.

Then Yogi Desai explained that this yoga, which he called meditation in motion, couldn’t be “learned”—that one’s awakened prana was the only teacher. These words rang true for all that I had witnessed that day. Yogi Desai told the story of how his prana had first awakened during an experience with his guru, Swami Kripalu, when he was a boy of fifteen in India. The experience was strange to him at that time in his life, so he tucked the memory away and soon forgot about it. He did not experience the awakening of prana during his yoga-posture practice until years later when he had moved to the United States and was teaching traditional yoga classes in Philadelphia. One morning, performing his usual sequence of traditional postures, Yogi Desai became aware of the urge to move from a place deep inside his body. Surrendering to that urge, he was transported into a timeless state of consciousness. In this first experience of meditation in motion, his body moved in ways he had never imagined and there were no limits to his ability to stretch into whatever movement flowed from the previous one. Yogi Desai explained that since the time of this powerful awakening through the posture flow, his whole purpose in life was to teach about the awakening of prana as the basis for yoga practice. He created Kripalu Ashram in Sumneytown, Pennsylvania, as a place for people to live and study yoga with him. That afternoon there would be a meeting for those who were interested in finding out more about Kripalu.

Many people shared their experiences and asked the guru questions about their personal practice of yoga, which he answered with brilliant insight. I could not wait to go to the meeting.

That afternoon those of us assembled for the meeting crowded inside a small living room of the mobile home where Yogi Desai was staying. He wanted to know our names and where we were from. He wanted to answer any questions we had about living at Kripalu Ashram. One self-conscious person after another began a personal introduction with stuttering, unfinished sentences, and tongue-tied attempts to express the simplest facts. Everyone was at a loss to be herself or himself in the presence of someone who seemed so perfected.

Gradually the melting ice gave way to a warmer exchange. By the time it was my turn the hard-earned freedom of speech in the room had opened a doorway for me to speak from my heart. I asked the guru if he would come to my university to give a yoga lecture and demonstration before returning to his ashram. I told him that I was interested in visiting his ashram but that I could not leave a job that I loved so much. He seemed genuinely interested in me and in my invitation. He revealed that he, too, had been trained as an artist and that he would enjoy seeing my work.

In those few moments of exchange, the guru became a real person to me. He ceased being the godlike king on a throne in heaven, as the set-up of his stage in the large hall had been designed to make him appear. He did not feel to me to be the guru I was searching for. But I was interested in becoming closer to someone who loved both yoga and art.

On Tuesday afternoon a white Gremlin pulled up in front of my house. I observed that the rosy-cheeked lady in charge of the weekend was driving. She was wearing sunglasses and a big smile. She introduced herself as the guru’s administrator, Krishna Priya. Yogi Desai got out of the car and straightened his white tunic. He was wearing white from head to toe, including white patent leather loafers with gold buckles. He was grinning widely.

I was so nervous that I hugged him with both arms. I felt awkward about being completely unfamiliar with the protocol. I did not want to offend him, but there I was hugging him like he was Bob Barker and I had just won The Price Is Right. I could not apologize enough for the outburst, although he laughingly assured me that it happened all the time.

He was surprised and delighted with the mood of my artist’s hideaway—turn-of-the-century Florida funk. The cypress-frame cottage was situated at the end of the road at the edge of the Hillsborough River. The oaks and elms were draped with moss and bromeliads. Flowering hibiscus, camphor bushes, and banana palms surrounded my house. I toured the yogi around the grounds and showed him where the alligator came ashore last winter. I showed him the geodesic dome, which was built as an art project by some of the university students.

As we were walking, Yogi Desai put his arm around my shoulders and told me that he felt very connected to me. He told me that I would love his ashram and was wondering if I had considered moving to Kripalu. I loved teaching art and was not considering leaving my position at the university. “Are you happy?” he asked, “really happy?” I hesitated. I don’t remember anyone in my life ever asking me that question, point blank. In my hesitation, he moved in with a clincher that was to precipitate the meltdown of my life as I had known it up until that moment.

“Lots of people are partially happy with the success of a job and fame from accomplishment in the world. But when you go to bed at night, can you say that you have lived that day from your heart? Have you ever made a decision in your life based on your heart?”

I was living a solitary life. The truth was that I went to bed many nights feeling very lonely. Although I was close to people in yoga class and with students and colleagues, I was living a life in which I was alone and separate much of the time. I had many unspoken questions about the direction of my life, questions that the yogi had touched upon in his lectures at Swan Lake. And in two minutes he had zeroed in on my insecurity.

“Have you ever made a decision in your life based on your heart?” he asked again. I had no answer to his question. My eyes welled up with tears, and I could not avoid the penetrating incision of his gaze. I stood revealed and speechless. Ram Dass had told me to seek a path with heart—that I could not get to yogic awareness without first making the journey through my heart. Now here was the identical message, coming through loud and clear. And I realized I had no idea how to open my heart. In an instant, all of my efforts and accomplishments in life dissolved into large, barely-held-back tears.

I might still be standing there if it had not been for Krishna’s approach. I was embarrassed by the sudden intimacy I was sharing with the yogi. When I saw Krishna out the corner of my eye, I began chattering nervously. I talked about my neighborhood, an enclave filled with artists and bohemians. Neither of the two was familiar with Jack Kerouac, who had written On the Road in a cottage around the corner. Down the road were the sulfur hot springs. Tranquillo Coffee House, our local food co-op, and even the dog tracks were within a five-minute walk. I was advancing facts about my external world in an attempt to communicate that I was not a religious person destined to lead a cloistered life in an ashram. I wanted them both to know that I was a person of the world. But internally I was shoring up against the tidal wave of feelings that was roaring in my belly.

The yogi had nailed it. At the age of twenty-one I had gone straight from undergraduate school into a doctoral program. Because I desired to teach at the college level, an advanced degree was essential. My life plan was all very rational. I was awarded a fellowship at Penn State, which provided a financially comfortable situation for undertaking my studies. Along with the prestige of the fellowship came a highly competitive environment in which I had to work very hard to prove my worth—I had to continuously secure my status in the graduate school pecking order so that I would be assured a job when I finished. Although artistic expression had always been a means for me to explore my inner world, it had also become a way to exploit my inner world for gain. Where was the heart in all of this?

My tongue was thick and my head was spinning. After showing Yogi Desai the last few works of my art collection, we ambled toward the door. Krishna Priya brought the car around and I bid them farewell until the evening. Long after the final good-bye wave I remained standing there, wondering what was happening to me.

Guillermo, my yoga teacher, was relocating at the time of Yogi Desai’s visit and was passing through Tampa for good-byes on his way to Amherst. I invited Guillermo to ride with me to escort the yogi to the auditorium where he would be speaking that night.

When we arrived at room 217 of the Red Carpet Inn, Yogi Desai was not quite ready. We waited on the landing outside his room. When he called us in, Krishna Priya was tidying up from their supper. The room smelled of Indian curry. I introduced everyone and bragged on the yoga-flow demonstration I had seen at Swan Lake. I explained to Amrit that Guillermo was my yoga teacher. The yogi insisted on moving the furniture aside and giving Guillermo a short demonstration of his prana-awakening yoga. This was great! A personal posture flow for my yoga teacher and me!

I think it was the moldy smell permeating the carpet of room 217 that distracted me; this time I did not go into a deep ecstatic state while watching the yogi. Guillermo was moderately impressed. I could tell that we were both beginning to worry about the time. We moved the bed back into place and hurried the yogi and Krishna Priya out the door to our car.

When we walked through the doors of the room at the university where the presentation was to be held, I felt relieved. My gang had done its job. There was a nice crowd, an interesting chair for the yogi, and a few potted plants. We made our way to the front; I briefly welcomed the group and introduced Yogi Desai. Before sitting down, the yogi surmised that his chair would be too low to see everyone and complained that it looked uncomfortable. He spied a table in the corner and we brought it over. We pulled the Indian bedspread off the chair and spread it over the table. He slipped out of his sandals and crossed his legs as he lifted himself to sit on the table. There was no microphone so he had to speak loudly.

Yogi Desai led a guided meditation and asked us to massage our faces and make some sounds. He taught us to make the ocean-sounding breath, ujjayi. He performed a condensed version of his posture flow, his hands moving very slowly toward his face and then circling the space around his torso. He looked tired under the glare of the fluorescent lights.

At the end of the two-hour session we strolled silently under billions of stars. The scent of orange blossoms filled the air. Guillermo and I escorted the yogi and his administrator to their Gremlin and reminded them of the route home. Amrit seemed pleased with himself and with the evening’s turnout, although his voice was strained from having to project without a microphone. I hugged him good-bye and thanked him for coming.
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In all honesty, I was relieved when it was finally over. To say that those five days had been intense would be an understatement. I was glad to get back to my routine. I longed to return to my safe world of the known.

Months before his leaving, Guillermo had asked me to take over his yoga classes. I agreed with some reluctance, but soon found myself fascinated with the new arena for teaching. Now, on the evenings when there was no yoga class I drew a warm bath and listened to a tape that I had purchased at the souvenir table at Swan Lake. It was the yogi leading a familiar series of postures that he recommended we do every day for the rest of our lives. That seemed to me to be an unreasonable request. But I did listen to the tape over and over again while soaking in the bathtub, looking at the shadows and the evening light filtering through the window.

I was different, and I knew that. But what had changed? A few days of listening to the tape made me realize that I missed the yogi—patent leather shoes and all. There was the childlike way he engaged in life, in the simplicity of the moment. There was his uninhibited grin, his way of being so comfortable talking to large groups of people. I started to shift from thinking of him as a big brother to thinking of him as a really wise man—perhaps even my guru? I was being very careful not to scare myself.

My house began to seem bigger and emptier.

Eventually I stopped drawing a bath and gave in to doing the postures as I listened to the tape of guided instructions. I enjoyed hearing Yogi Desai’s voice and the way he led the explorations. More important to me than following the sequence of postures as he guided them was feeling prana beginning to awaken in me. My ability to concentrate on internal sensations was deepening.

As I began to let go of the struggle for achieving goals in my posture flow, I noticed that a friendly relationship was developing between my body and me. The best part was when the tape clicked off and I gave myself the time to see what my body would do if I didn’t try to control it. Some days I just lay there rocking from side to side, or would go into Child pose and sing to myself. Other days I astonished myself with the way prana moved me into unexplored positions, sensations, emotions, and insights. The willful yoga I had been practicing to this time began to seem more like exercise, whereas letting myself enter this meditation in motion by following the movements of prana was awakening me to curious experiences of myself. I became fascinated at the possibility of entering experiences in which I did not know what would happen next. This form of self-inquiry was beginning to feel like daily nutrition.

My inevitable visit to Kripalu Ashram did not come immediately. I had unfinished business at Penn State. I returned to the campus in May of 1976 to conclude my doctoral dissertation. Seeing my efforts at completing my dissertation heading for the bone pile, along with many of my classmates’, was a nagging threat. I had one year left on the six-year finishing clock. I could extend the deadline, but I felt my life would keep dragging on without completing this degree.

My dissertation was a study of creativity, specifically examining the dialectic between artistic capacity as learned behavior and artistic capacity as an inborn dimension of human intelligence. From my research I had come to the point of view that visual expressiveness is as innate a capacity in human beings as the capacity for speech and movement.

We all know people who claim they can’t draw. Actually, they might not be able to draw in the way they expect to draw, but they can draw.

Our culture stifles most people’s confidence in their innate abilities to express themselves visually. A child’s coloring book symbolizes adult concepts of the world. The child colors inside the lines, but they are not the child’s lines. The child becomes dependent upon these lines and does not struggle for her own. Her natural inclination toward visual expression is stopped at the time when she becomes dependent on another to draw the lines for her. She can stay within the lines and color seven of the birds on the page blue, but she cannot draw her own bird soaring through the air, with a beak and tailfeathers and a large bald spot on its head.

If you clip a cocoon to help a butterfly emerge, you will cripple the butterfly. Pushing against the interior of the cocoon is an essential, organismic struggle that brings fluids into the spiny tubules that will eventually harden into wings. Without this resistance and great effort, the wings will not develop and the butterfly will not fly. Likewise, if you meet a child with nonjudgmental support at the edge of his or her struggle, that child will break through challenges into the next developmental stage in his or her own time and own unique way. Every individual longs for a cocoon of safety, for loving support and encouragement to break through the discomforts of learning in order to discover his or her unique and personal vision of self and to realize fulfillment as an individual.

Another access point to the intelligence that drives us toward exploring the creativity of self is prana. I am not referring to yoga education that begins and ends with repeating the statuelike poses of popular yoga styles; daily repetition of these routines is like coloring seven of someone else’s birds blue. I am speaking about awakening prana to guide us into the corners of our body, to fill out the expanses of our flesh and bones and to round out the edges of our being. Although learning traditional yoga postures provides a vocabulary for movement, it is all too easy to substitute the learned forms for the subtler and less defined, yet richer, protean dimensions of awakened creativity. In a parallel vein to what I was discovering through emphasizing prana awareness in yoga, I was interested in learning how adults could regain access to innate creativity when given a supportive environment in which they could follow their own inner guidance, rather than depending upon someone to teach them the external skills of drawing.

The fifteen hundred pages of my analysis were now ready to present to my committee. I was working from the minority viewpoint that artistic development had its own purpose. I was arguing for “art for art’s sake.” My interest in the subjective nature of creativity was being dismissed by behaviorists as unquantifiable and therefore “statistically irrelevant.” The behaviorists were attempting to reduce creativity in the education of a child to a series of stimulus-response patterns; visual arts education was being harnessed to enhance learning skills in other domains, such as math and language (as recognized in the instruction “color seven of the birds blue”).

My dissertation was based on a study I conducted of creativity in the drawing process. In observing thousands of children from a wide cross-section of cultures and backgrounds, many researchers of early childhood development agree that all human infants go through universal developmental stages as they learn to draw. These universal stages in the morphology of forms on the way to self-portrayal indicates that there is something innate in human beings that compels us to visually locate ourselves in the world. This urge to communicate our relation to the world around us is as primal and present in the child as the instincts for purposeful movement and verbal language. These externally observable commonalities in our quest for self-representation is a mirror for the internal propulsion toward perceiving, understanding, and knowing one’s self as an autonomous, unique individual.

Under the auspices of my mentor, Professor Ken Beittel, I set up a drawing laboratory for college students who had never been trained to draw. From all the students I worked with, I selected one upon which to base my final study.

Rachel came for a one-hour session each week. She sat at a drawing table supplied with paper and drawing pencils, pens, markers, charcoal, and crayons. A mirror mounted above the table allowed me to take time-lapse photographs of her process without disturbing her. Before settling, she would fidget, stare into space, or drum her fingers on the white Formica surface of the table until something came to her to start with. From there she let her drawing experiments begin to grow.

The following week I would show her the photographic record of her drawing time as it unfolded the week before. When we looked at the sequence of time-lapse photos she was able to make careful observations about her internal process, recalling specific details about what was running through her mind at the time she was drawing. I observed that the stages Rachel went through to discover her own standards of artistic satisfaction with her drawings were the same stages a child goes through. Although she had not been supported as a child to draw, she created the steps of a bridge between the stages when her drawing ability ceased as a child to the stage of proficiency she developed as an adult artist. She scribbled. She named her scribbles. Her self-portrayal progressed through images of a smiling sun with radials, then a tadpolelike body with appendages growing from the trunk, and on through all stages of naturalism. She grappled with inventing ways to portray multiple time and space realities, allowing her dreams and fantasies to appear on the drawing paper. She drew the events of her life. She was graduating, leaving the security of her friends and sorority. She was facing a new job, a new marriage to a non-Jewish husband, a new town and a whole new life. Her critics were on her heels the entire semester I was with her.

From her own self-observations and from the feedback she gave herself over the semester, Rachel taught herself to draw in a way that pleased her. Her fears, her dreams, and her strengths all came into her work. She reconnected with her innate urge and ability to visually represent herself and to express her world through drawing.

The intention I held for Rachel’s self-satisfaction was fulfilled. But to satisfy the committee of advisors who would be supervising my dissertation, my work was just beginning. Initially, my investigation was classified as a “case study” by the behaviorists, meaning it was not scientific; it was personal and subjective rather than objective, and the data was anecdotal. My task for the next five years was to elevate the legitimacy of my research from the status of anecdotal to that of philosophical by analyzing the material for a theory of creativity. My real challenge was to establish the fact that Rachel taught herself to draw and that her work unfolded from aesthetic criteria that could be called art. To tackle these questions, I analyzed her drawing from the standpoint of the four major Western philosophies of aesthetics as identified by Stephan Pepper: idealism, behaviorism, pragmatism, and organicism. These hypotheses are mutually exclusive in terms of what they define as aesthetically or artistically of value. From each of the viewpoints, Rachel’s work demonstrated aesthetic validity.

Because I was inventing a philosophical method that had no precedent, my committee was larger than usual. There were three professors from the graduate department of art education. One philosophy professor represented the school of aesthetics, and a consulting professor represented the school of phenomenology. One final consultant was from the educational psychology department. My committee members could not agree on any single point of overlap between their fields of expertise as presented in my study. I tottered from one meeting to another. Eventually I entered a downward spiral of dejection, thinking they might never be able to come to agreement about the validity of my study.

Penn State is located in an isolated bowl of mountains colloquially referred to as “Happy Valley.” But I was not happy. One afternoon as I was leaving a particularly grim meeting I spied a familiar grin jumping out at me from a poster on a bulletin board. It was a picture of Amrit Desai advertising a Memorial Day retreat at Kripalu Ashram. Many yoga dignitaries would be present to dedicate Kripalu’s new facilities in Summit Station, Pennsylvania. Like a phone call from the governor delaying an execution, I felt off the hook. The next morning I wasted no time packing my turquoise Beetle and fleeing from this valley and its dark spell over me.

I was so glad to be on vacation from the heady pressure of academia. Driving onto the ashram grounds, I felt layers of stress shedding from my shoulders. With my hands still gripping the steering wheel, I sat in the parking lot and cried. I watched people in work clothes scurrying about.

Moving at a snail’s pace, I crawled out of the car and stretched. A silver-haired woman with a European accent informed me that I had arrived a day early and that final preparations of the new facilities were in progress. All the early arrivals were being asked to help. It was lunchtime and everyone on the grounds was passing me on the way to the cafeteria.

All the people I saw were alive compared to the blank faces I had grown accustomed to on the Penn State campus. I had the feeling that I had come home, that these were my people. I wanted to be one of them, a sweaty handkerchief around my neck and a look of contentment in my eyes.

I was ready for a nap after the long drive and lunch. Vandita, the woman I registered with, showed me to the “brothers’” dormitory—a converted chicken coop. Fortunately, there were no chickens. The floor was covered with hay and draped with a big orange and white parachute. It was a relaxing place for a nap.

The amount of work that was achieved in those twenty-four hours was astounding. There was no roof on the main hall on the day I arrived; by late afternoon the following day there was not only a roof but temporary carpeting, a stage with flowers, and four thrones. Here was one group of motivated people: they were invincible in their determination to be ready for the inaugural event. I helped out by hauling some concrete rocks from the perimeter of the main hall to a big ditch. My crew leader had us hold hands in a circle and chant “Om” before we started our jobs and after we finished. I loved throwing rocks in a hole. It was just the level of activity my mind needed at the time.

The setting sun reflected off a large swimming pool outside the arched windows of the main hall, creating a spectacle of dancing light on unpainted walls and an unfinished ceiling. After the accelerated pace of preparing for the ceremony, it felt soothing to finally sit still and savor the silence. The scent of lilies and roses mingled with an ever-present aroma of my favorite spicy incense, transporting me back to fond memories of Swan Lake. Every head in the room was still wet from a last-minute shower. A hush had fallen over the hall, filling the spaces between each person in the gathering. A chorus of chanters and musicians in the now-familiar white vestments took their place to the left of a tiered platform. Four thrones sat empty. They were Indian thrones from the Mogul period—richly lacquered wood with ornate painted patterns. The eyes of Swami Kripalu were staring into the crowd from larger-than-life photos mounted in arched niches on either side of the podium.

A blaring conch announced the arrival of the procession of dignitaries. Yogi Desai led the way, smiling and stopping along the aisle to receive flowers and smiles from his admirers. I was so engulfed in the mass of devotees that I could not see him up close. Following him was the famous old granddad of yoga, Swami Satchitananda, who was clowning and performing sweet antics in Yogi Desai’s wake. He was giving every flower he received to the next unsuspecting pair of hands along the runway. Behind Swami Satchitananda was the Indian ambassador to the United Nations. The last to come was Rup Verma, a well-known classical Indian musician.

Amrit took his position in the center of the stage. The bowing and formal introductions went on endlessly. Each man had his turn to receive a garland of marigolds over his head. When the huff had finally been huffed and everyone had lavishly adored everyone else on the platform, the room once again became silent. The yogi led a meditation, thanking the Supreme Being and all heavenly hosts for giving us this wonderful property and the roof over our heads. The dedication had begun. Rup Verma was seated at Amrit’s feet and was joined by a man with two silver drums. Bringing the sitar close to his bosom, he strummed a raga that carried me back to the Monterey Pops Festival when I had first heard Ravi Shankar play Indian music. It was a melody fit for the occasion. Through the gift of his mastery something divine came into the room.

It must have put Amrit in a mood too, because after sitting in silence for a long time after the raga ended, the yogi had the stage cleared. Just Rup Verma remained to play again. The haunting mood of his next raga moved us deeper into rapture. Then Amrit was inspired to lead a chant of his own. Out came the box organ and he sang lines to Ram and Krishna. In the stress of my graduate work of the past months, I had begun to draw more deeply into prana through the daily practice of meditation in motion. I was fully open to receiving an infusion of energy from being with Amrit.

I began to feel the prana-awakening experience during the chanting. My hands and arms were propelled by snakelike rivers of pulsation that flowed from my belly first and then into the center of my heart. The experience was reminiscent of a recurring dream I’d been having for years in which I am bitten on my hands by two snakes that move inside and become guardian totems to my heart. I drew and painted that image many times; I did not know why it held such mystery and power for me.

As I let go deeper into the movement, a strange and wonderful sensation came upon me. My heart erupted into what felt like an orgasm in my chest. Moving into my head and behind my eyes, the quivering released a stream of faces I had worn in many lifetimes. Contained in every face was a pair of eyes staring into me. I opened my physical eyes and the yogi, from his throne up on the platform, was staring at me. He stopped chanting as he continued to gaze at me. His look turned friendlier as he recognized me as the art teacher from Tampa. In a voice out of character with the mood of the moment, he said, “Welcome to Kripalu Ashram, Doctor Don Stapleton.” I could not reply that I did not yet have my doctorate degree. I could not have spoken a word in that moment. I was flattered to be acknowledged and was very embarrassed to be singled out in this way.

Maintaining his focus on me, the yogi had a microphone brought over. He asked me to share what I was experiencing during the chant. My hands and arms were still pulsing. I clutched the microphone with two wet hands and looked into Yogi Desai’s eyes. He must have known that words would eventually come from my mouth because he waited quite patiently. When I began to speak, the energetic experience I was having earlier began all over again. I spoke haltingly about snakes and a dream and faces of other times. As I spoke I felt the top of my head opening. From above my body I
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