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			Praise for Beyond Wellness

			“Beyond Wellness provides an emotionally and intellectually honest alternative for people who are seeking meaning beyond generic spirituality. As a religious scholar and certified yoga instructor, Liz Bucar is the perfect person to provide insight into the deeper meaning and purpose of popular wellness practices.”

			—Pooja Lakshmin, MD, psychiatrist and author of Real Self-Care

			“There is such a need for this book, and Liz Bucar is the perfect person to write it as a leading scholar of popular religious practices and one of the most prominent practitioners and proponents of bringing scholarly expertise into public spaces. More than that, Bucar has a way of bringing herself into the narrative in a way that is at once incisive and inviting.”

			—Kristin Kobes Du Mez, New York Times bestselling author of Jesus and John Wayne

			“Bucar turns the oft-repeated ‘I’m spiritual but not religious’ on its head, showing us in her characteristic engaging style that we ought not to throw the proverbial baby out with the bathwater. In fact, the data show that when we understand the ancient religious traditions behind many spiritual practices, we make them more meaningful, ethical, and effective.”

			—Dan McClellan, New York Times bestselling author of The Bible Says So and cohost of Data Over Dogma

			“Without the understanding this book offers, yoga, meditation, fad diets, and psychedelics might make you feel better, Bucar argues, but they won’t make you well. These practices, it turns out, work better if we go beyond just doing them to understanding where they come from, mining their roots in wisdom traditions and moral communities.”

			—Stephen Prothero, New York Times bestselling author of Religious Literacy

			“This book is bound to become an essential read for anyone taking their spirituality, health, and wellness seriously.”

			—Simran Jeet Singh, national bestselling author of The Light We Give: How Sikh Wisdom Can Transform Your Life

			“The ‘spiritual but not religious’ movement is everywhere, often tied to promises of not just happiness but inner and outer well-being. Bucar moves through the claims of these ubiquitous movements not as a cynic but as one who cares enough to critique. This is a book that deserves the widest readership.”

			—Omid Safi, author of Radical Love: Teachings from the Islamic Mystical Tradition

			“Consider this the next time you hear someone describe themselves as ‘spiritual but not religious.’ As Liz Bucar reminds us in Beyond Wellness, nearly every new meditation technique or holistic practice sold in today’s spiritual marketplace is actually borrowed from one of those stodgy old religions these seekers think they left behind. Stripping those spiritual practices from their religious context, she argues, may even be hazardous to their own well-being.”

			—Don Lattin, national bestselling author of The Harvard Psychedelic Club

			“If the spiritual salad bar has started to feel like quick dopamine with thin nutrition, this book offers substance. Read it if you want your spiritual practice to do more than lower your stress. Bucar has absolutely changed the way that I approach spiritual traditions.”

			—Britt Hartley, atheist spiritual director and author of No Nonsense Spirituality

			“Thoughtfully breaking down the slippery realm of ‘spirituality,’ Bucar illuminates how all of these secular products and practices are historically rooted in religion, how they have been stripped of this context, and why that deracination serves no one. Rigorous and fun—just like Bucar’s dispatches on TikTok—Beyond Wellness is a book we sorely need.”

			—Natalia Mehlman Petrzela, author of Fit Nation and host of Welcome to Your Fantasy

			“I’m fond of saying religion is always in the room, and this book proves my point. We are living through a crisis that centers ‘me’ over ‘we.’ Mass-market mystics capitalize on this polarizing way of living, to our detriment. Bucar gets at the heart of this with her accessible scholarship and engaging analysis. This book reminds us that as humans we will never be able to be fully divorced from our need for meaning-making systems.”

			—Liz Kineke, writer, TV producer, and journalist
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			For Zoe

			Full of life, loud joy, and unstoppable energy. My greatest teacher and my best friend—even if I’m not yours (yet).

			This one’s for you.

		

	
		
			If we take the world’s enduring religions at their best, we discover the distilled wisdom of the human race.

			—Huston Smith
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				Introduction

				

				Why the Spiritual Salad Bar Isn’t Serving Us

			
			Oprah’s daytime talk show that I watched as a teenager. The nineteenth-century transcendentalists I slogged through in graduate school. Pricey elixirs being marketed by Gwyneth Paltrow’s company Goop on my Instagram feed. All have tried to convince me spirituality can exist without religion. And for a while I was on board. I thought I could access the benefits of spirituality through products, celebrity examples, and life hacks without getting involved in the messiness of religion.

			But now I’m convinced these intellectuals and wellness influencers got it all wrong. Spiritual practices like yoga, mindfulness meditation, and plant psychedelics don’t come from nowhere. They are associated with actual religious histories, systems of values, and communities quite often built and shaped over thousands of years. They work not because they are vaguely ancient or magical or mystical but because they have tapped into tried-and-true bodies of wisdom found in religious traditions.

			And that makes me wonder: If we ignore the religious context and content of our spiritual techniques, are they missing their special sauce? Could they be even more powerful if we added the religion back in? Is there a way to do so without joining a religious community or declaring a religious identity?

			I don’t have a religious affiliation, but for twenty-five years, I have been a scholar, teacher, and student of religion. I was originally drawn to the study of religion while working on human rights issues after college, when it became clear that religious literacy was important just for understanding what the heck was going on. From civil rights to health care to nationalism, religious ideas, leaders, and institutions shape our world. So off to graduate school I went, earning a master’s and doctorate from the University of Chicago Divinity School. I am currently a professor of religion at Northeastern University, where I teach popular classes like Selling Spirituality (which you’ll hear more about later). The author of several books, I also write regularly about religion for mainstream media outlets and post educational content about religion on social media.

			Although my original intention was to study religion as a way to understand how it shapes our political and social institutions, something much more personal—and unexpected—has happened as well. It has helped me understand my own commitments to well-being, even offering ways to shape or enrich them.

			So here is my challenge to you. Consider that your favorite spiritual self-care technique is probably a knockoff of a religious one. You gain from that extraction a sense of control, but something important is also lost—ethical frameworks, long-term commitments to a community, systemic understanding of suffering and sickness, insights into human nature, and more. By taking the religion behind that practice a bit more seriously, you might land on a version of a spiritual/religious mash-up that is better for your well-being and the well-being of others.

			Not so fast, you might be thinking. I’m no fan of institutionalized religion. And I get it. Religion has a PR problem, and for good reason. Religious institutions have protected abusive clergy, instilled sexist and racist policies, supported narrow interpretations of sacred texts, condemned queerness, and exacerbated prejudice. They have been on the front lines of the most polarizing political battles of my lifetime, such as regulating sexuality, denying access to health care services, fighting over borders, and framing religious minorities as the dangerous “other.” For many people in the fast-growing religiously unaffiliated demographic known as the “nones”—and yes, I’m part of this group—the organized religion of our parents’ and grandparents’ generations seems too outdated, conservative, and restrictive to add meaning to our lives.

			But we don’t have to throw out the baby with the bathwater. We don’t have to reject all religious ideas and values just because religious institutions have done us and others wrong. Religious communities, scholars, and leaders have grappled with what a good human life looks like for a long, long time, and their insights can be useful even for those of us who aren’t comfortable with claiming a religious identity.

			And the truth is that many of us who think we have given up on religion haven’t distanced ourselves as much as we might think. We exist in a muddy area between organized religion and secularism, unchurched but religiously curious. Instead of ordering a meal off the menu—instead of becoming, say, a Presbyterian, Reform Jew, or Zen Buddhist—we treat religious traditions as a spiritual salad bar, filling our plates with our favorite items in a constant search for the perfect combo.

			But rather than making us better, I suspect popular spiritual practices are functioning like dopamine hits that prevent us from putting in the hard work necessary to live fully ethical, relational, and sustainable lives. A yoga retreat is a temporary Band-Aid on the stress of work deadlines, carpools, and family drama. The endorphins I get from spiritual fitness classes only last an hour. Detox diets are poisoning my relationship with food. I worry the spiritual practices I’m drawn to are extracted from religious minorities and thus out me as a Becky or maybe even a Karen. It’s not the picking and choosing from the spiritual salad bar that gives me pause—it’s the fact that we’ve stopped caring about what’s in each ingredient. In our search for the perfect mash-up of spiritual therapies, we’re adopting practices without understanding their religious associations.

			I don’t want us to give up spiritual practices. I want them to work better. No matter what you’ve been told, there’s a way to engage with the religious substance of popular spiritual techniques with more knowledge and depth without becoming “churched.” Reconnecting our spiritual practices to religion allows these practices to be more meaningful, more responsible, and more effective. Showing you how is what this book is about.

			Each chapter chronicles my search for the religious essence of a popular wellness practice including yoga, mindfulness meditation, Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, spiritual fitness classes, detox diets, sound baths, and plant psychedelics. Many of these practices will be familiar to you. You have probably tried one or two yourself. But even if they’re not your cup of tea, their popularity points to something that might be valuable to you. You don’t have to believe wholesale in a religion to understand it has wisdom to offer.

			Think of this book as a guide for walking a path between dogmatic religion and bland spirituality in a three-step process.

			Step one: Learn how the religion of a given spiritual practice was hidden from us in the first place. It turns out the belief that a practice is “spiritual but not religious” often depends on erasing key aspects of religious history. Sometimes the process of extraction is exploitative. Often it involves the Christianization—specifically, the Protestantization—of non-Christian practices. In each case, we will figure out how we got to where we are today.

			Step two: Restore the religion to a spiritual practice by reconnecting it to its traditional meaning and communities. Think of those religious associations as the missing ingredients at the spiritual salad bar. But don’t confuse unearthing religious roots to mean we are returning to some “original” form of practice, like monastic mindfulness or premodern psychedelic rituals. I know there’s a temptation to find some “pure” form of a practice, uncorrupted by history or culture. But that isn’t how religions work. They aren’t simple repositories of unchanging practices and beliefs. Better to think of them as resources—modes of interpretation, conceptual frameworks, communities of support—for how to make life better or fuller.

			Step three: Apply these religious insights to our lives. This is not a one-size-fits-all solution. What we do with our newfound religious knowledge depends on who we are and our core values. For example, I have come to see my yoga practice as a way I train myself to be a better person, not just cultivate physical flexibility or emotional resilience. Similarly, noticing that I’m drawn to group spiritual exercise classes made it clear that, for me, the role of a community is just as important to my post-class endorphin high as raising my heart rate. While I don’t have a problem with substance abuse, I found that Alcoholics Anonymous’s understanding of a higher power offers me a way to think about how all my attempts to fix, manage, and control my life are patterns of “God play,” and thus doomed to fail. And sacramental use of psychedelics helped me come to terms with my father’s death.

			These are just some of the ways I learned to apply religion to my mostly nonreligious life while taking a deeper dive into the popular spiritual practices in this book. As you explore, you’ll find your own ways to use religious insights to enhance your life that are unique to your life experience.

			In fact, this book offers you something more than “wellness.” Let’s call it well-being. The wellness industry has convinced us wellness is an ideal BMI, glowing skin, or a positive attitude. But for thousands of years, religious thinkers and communities have grappled with the purpose and meaning of our lives in much more holistic terms. Moral characters, just societies, responsibility to your neighbor, a balanced relationship with nature—these are all markers of well-being. Taking these things seriously is how we achieve something beyond wellness.

			This book also offers you something beyond spirituality. Something more than a random collection of personal therapy techniques. Something that asks more of you. Something that is engaged, challenging, and disruptive. Something that requires conviction, discipline, and community. And we already have a word for that. We call it religion.
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				Bendy Bodies

				A Swedish Actress, a New England Housewife, and a California Lawsuit’s Lessons for Yoga

			
			I was on a yoga retreat at the Kripalu Center in the Berkshires the week the world changed. On Monday, March 9, 2020, rising COVID-19 infection rates in China and Italy dominated the news. On Wednesday, COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization. On Thursday, there was a confirmed case of COVID-19 in my daughter’s school, which was traced back to a parent who had attended a local Biogen conference that turned out to be a super-spreader event. On Friday, my father-in-law was exposed to COVID-19 in Canada and put into quarantine. Kripalu shut down on Saturday, March 14, and as I drove home, I formed a plan to use my yoga to deal with the unknowns of COVID-19.

			But that didn’t happen—at least not in the way I intended.

			I had very little time to practice yoga postures those first few weeks of lockdown while trying to figure out how to teach college courses online, homeschool a sixth grader, and deal with a stressed-out partner. And yet, multiple times a day, I found myself returning to the religious systems and worldviews that gave rise to my yoga practice. Vedanta, which emphasizes impermanence of all things, helped me remember that this too shall pass. Sankhya, which teaches that we do not have control over external events, reminded me all I could do was try to control my reaction to what was happening. And Tantra, which views everyday experiences as a way to encounter the divine, reminded me to appreciate family, a sunny day, and a home-cooked meal.

			These were all religious ideas I had internalized through engaging in yoga postures, and they were shaping my reaction to a world that was now more uncertain, scary, and dangerous. Yoga was functioning as a resource for resilience—but only because I was able to tap into its religious insights.

			This chapter is not trying to convince you to give up your daily flow. I get it. You love yoga. Me too. I belong to a fancy studio. I occasionally vacation at yoga retreat centers. I’m even a certified yoga teacher. I wouldn’t give up my yoga, so I’m not asking you to do so either. And yet, I think that the idea that yoga is not or should not be religious deserves some interrogation.

			I know even suggesting yoga could be religious goes against the popular view. Most of my friends who regularly practice yoga know it has origins in South Asian devotional communities, but they have convinced themselves that their yoga is not religious—it’s only spiritual, or maybe even completely secular. This is the type of yoga I want to discuss, the “wellness yoga” that has become so popular over the last twenty years, promising that its postures, deep breaths, and namastes will make us more toned, centered, and resilient. This type of yoga has been successfully reinvented. It’s no longer a practice of religious devotion but one of self-care.

			I can already hear my yoga friends’ objections: Liz, why would you try to add religion to something as fun and harmless as yoga? But notice that objection assumes there is some problem with religion. It assumes that if yoga has some religious content, it is no longer safe or effective for most of us. But what if instead of associating religion with trauma, control, or toxicity, we gave it the benefit of the doubt? What if we considered the possibility that we are partly drawn to yoga because of its devotional meanings, not in spite of them? I know yoga started working better for me when I began to understand more of its religious content and context. What if the same can be true for you?

			A Problematic Legal Ruling

			In July 2013, a packed courtroom waited to hear the fate of the first district-wide public-school yoga program in the nation. Eighteen months earlier, the Encinitas Union School District (EUSD) had replaced much of its PE offerings for kindergarten through sixth grade with a yoga curriculum. Who needed dodgeball when yoga could build resilience without pummeling kids with a rubber ball? It seemed like a no-brainer—until the lawsuit.

			Today, yoga is widely accepted as appropriate for secular settings. But can it really be nonreligious, or is that just a sleight of hand? This was the question at the center of Sedlock v. Baird. If yoga, even PE yoga, was religious, then the Encinitas program violated the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of religion, much in the same way mandatory prayer in schools would. But if yoga was secular, or better yet, if the religion could be extracted from yoga, then the program was fine.

			Encinitas, California, which is sometimes called “OM-cinitas,” was an obvious location to pioneer a public-school yoga program. This wealthy coastal town in Southern California is known for excellent surfing and an outdoor lifestyle. It was dubbed “the healthiest place in America” way back in 1937 by Paramahansa Yogananda’s Self-Realization Fellowship, which set up their headquarters there. Because the town prides itself on promoting wellness, yoga in local schools made sense to some civic leaders. It was a way to teach kids the importance of wellness early, by providing them techniques for taking personal responsibility for their health.

			Encinitas is also ground zero for Ashtanga yoga, a form of yoga developed and popularized by K. Pattabhi Jois. Trained by the famous yogi Tirumalai Krishnamacharya in India, Jois (like many of Krishnamacharya’s students) became an avid yoga evangelist, determined to spread yoga in America, where he arrived in 1975 and set up shop in an abandoned Episcopal church in Encinitas. His form of yoga, Ashtanga, links postures and breathing to create a dynamic sequence or “flow,” referred to as vinyasa. It eventually became one of the most popular forms of yoga in the Western world, especially for those seeking a very physical and athletic practice.

			Ashtanga yoga exhibits several characteristics that might be called religious. Its founder, Jois, traced his lineage to the god Shiva. It has a sacred language (Sanskrit) and sacred places, like Mysore, India, where many devotees hope to study at some point in their life. It has rituals.

			It also has a comprehensive belief system that addresses the entire cycle of life. Ashtanga is named for the eight limbs laid out in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (circa 400 CE), which are:

			
					
					 Yama (restraints)

				

					
					Niyama (observances)

				

					
					Asana (postures)

				

					
					Pranayama (breath control)

				

					
					Pratyahara (withdrawal of the senses)

				

					
					Dharana (concentration)

				

					
					Dhyana (meditation)

				

					
					Samadhi (absorption)

				

			

			These limbs provide guidance on how to attain not just inner peace but also a state of unity with the broader universe. For instance, the yama and niyama together form a system of values to guide moral living, and everything rests on beliefs about the nature of reality, including the existence of the divine.

			The goal of Ashtanga yoga looks pretty religious too. Called samadhi, it is a state of profound awareness of the oneness of the universe, often described as experiencing the divine reality.

			Finally, Ashtanga yoga has a proselytizing element, encouraging its devotees to teach others Ashtanga as a way of life. And that was the reason for its interest in public schools. Given Jois’s roots in Encinitas, it made sense that the KP Jois Foundation would begin a yoga-in-school campaign with the local school district. And they even footed the bill with a $533,000 grant for the program.

			But it wasn’t smooth sailing. In addition to surfers and yogis, Encinitas has an evangelical population and a very active chapter of Moms in Prayer that holds weekly prayer meetings for the school staff, teachers, and children. And it was the leader of this group, Jennifer Sedlock, along with her husband and a conservative attorney, who would eventually bring a lawsuit against the EUSD for its yoga program.

			Sedlock was living in Encinitas in 2012 when she learned that her children’s school, El Camino Creek Elementary, was starting a new yoga initiative at a back-to-school night. The principal didn’t give many details about the program, but according to Sedlock’s book, The Yoga Crisis in America, when she did a little digging, she learned yoga would replace sixty of the one hundred minutes of mandatory physical education each week and was supported by a grant from what she characterizes as “a highly religious organization that only taught and promoted ‘Ashtanga’ yoga.” Sedlock became even more concerned after she observed a yoga demonstration.

			She wasn’t the only one. Some parents thought the prostration to a non-Judeo-Christian god during a sun salutation smacked of idolatry. Other parents worried yoga exposed their children to harmful spirits. Others were just plain suspicious of Asian forms of religious practice. And to many parents, yoga in schools felt like a form of religious instruction, one that undermined their authority by indoctrinating their children with beliefs contrary to their own. It felt like yoga was coming for their children, proselytizing right under their noses.

			Several parents met to discuss their concerns in the fall of 2012. They collected 250 signatures from community members who wanted the yoga program suspended and brought their concerns to four school board meetings. The school district refused to budge.

			And that was when Dean Broyles got involved. Broyles, a local attorney, is president of the National Center for Law & Policy, a legal defense organization which “focuses on the protection and promotion of religious freedom, the sanctity of life, traditional marriage, parental rights, and other civil liberties.” He advised the concerned parents that a lawsuit would get the school board to respond. The Sedlocks volunteered to be named as plaintiffs. Broyles filed a complaint in February 2013 on their behalf claiming EUSD’s yoga program “unlawfully promotes religious beliefs, while disfavoring and discriminating against other religions.” The central question of the lawsuit was whether EUSD’s yoga was religious and thus in violation of the religious freedom protections of the First Amendment of the Constitution. The school district said no. The Sedlocks said yes.

			Originally scheduled as a two-hour bench trial, the proceedings of Sedlock v. Baird ultimately took seven days. It turned out deciding if yoga was religious was far more complicated than the court had anticipated.

			The Honorable John S. Meyer was the trial judge for Sedlock v. Baird, and his decision is cited as legal precedent for the idea that yoga is secular. But that is not exactly what he ruled. Meyer actually found that “yoga is religious” and specified that Ashtanga yoga has “religious roots in Hindu, Buddhist, and other metaphysical religious practice.” And, although Meyer agreed that the yoga program at EUSD was based on Ashtanga yoga, he decided the school district had sufficiently remade yoga to be “completely devoid of any religious, mystical, or spiritual trappings.” Put simply, according to Judge Meyer, yoga itself might be religious, but the EUSD yoga program was not, making it exempt from First Amendment concerns about religion.

			
				
					Judge Meyer’s Ruling

				

				The following excerpts from Judge Meyer’s ruling in Sedlock v. Baird illuminate the tension within the conception of yoga as simultaneously religious and secular:

				
						
						“We assume, without deciding, that Ashtanga yoga, insofar as it prescribes the practice of an eight-limbed form of yoga in which the eighth and final limb is ‘union with the universal or the divine,’ is a religion for purposes of the establishment clause of the California Constitution.”

					

						
						“A reasonable observer would not conclude that the District is engaged in religious activity merely because teachers directed the children to perform poses that some individuals consider to have religious significance.”

					

						
						“While the practice of yoga may be religious in some contexts, yoga classes as taught in the District are, as the trial court determined, ‘devoid of any religious, mystical, or spiritual trappings.’ ”

					

				

			
			Foundational to Meyer’s decision was his understanding that religion is primarily about beliefs. For Meyer, and for millions of Americans, Ashtanga yoga is religious not because of the postures themselves but rather because of the theological meanings the Ashtanga practitioner ascribes to them. Meyer accepted the EUSD argument that they had successfully erased these religious meanings by, for example, renaming postures with English names: “opening sequences” instead of sun salutations, “crisscross applesauce” instead of lotus pose. Meyer went as far as to say that a “reasonable student” would not perceive that EUSD yoga advances religion. The religious problem, it turned out, was not the practice, but any individual whose understanding of religion did not prioritize belief above all else.

			Yet the reduction of religion to just beliefs is something folks who study religion for a living reject. In fact, the idea that religion is primarily about beliefs is a very Protestant view. One of the notable features of Protestantism, as distinct from Catholicism and other branches of Christianity, is the doctrine of sola fide, which states that believers are saved by faith alone. This is especially pronounced in American evangelicalism, which emphasizes believing very specific ideas in order to get into heaven. But in many other religious communities, practices are just as central as beliefs, if not more so. Practices can create commitments to dogma, display a submission to a god or gods, cultivate specific character traits, or orient the believer in the world. So if the practices of yoga are religious, the removal of that religion might not be as easy as Meyer thought.

			You don’t have to take just my word for it. Candy Gunther Brown, a religion professor who served as an expert witness for the plaintiffs in Sedlock v. Baird, makes this same point in her book Debating Yoga and Mindfulness in Public Schools. She is critical of Meyer’s decision on several grounds, including his rather anemic understanding of yoga and religion. She writes, “Ashtanga is grounded in experiential, rather than doctrinal, assumptions about the relationship between beliefs and practices: Sun salutations and lotus are embodied prayers that do not depend on linguistic framing or practitioner intentions to instill beliefs or (presumably) effect spiritual change.” If Brown is correct that yoga postures are embodied religious practices, simply renaming them “crisscross applesauce” wouldn’t make them secular.

			If the Sedlock v. Baird trial proved anything about religion, it is that the “spiritual but not religious” mindset depends on a lack of religious literacy, especially when it comes to Eastern religions. Brown suggests a helpful analogy: EUSD would not have allowed teachers to have students make the Catholic sign of the cross, even if they renamed it “a zigzag” and said it was a warm-up for cursive lessons. The difference, Brown points out, is that Catholic rituals of devotion are more familiar to most Americans than the ones associated with yoga.

			Take the common yoga pose chaturanga dandasana—in which the body is held parallel to the ground by the balls of feet and palms, elbows bent. Many Americans experience this pose as a challenging low “plank” useful for building core strength and practicing remaining calm under stressful conditions. But as religious studies scholar Amanda Lucia explains in her book White Utopias, this posture developed within a prostration culture, in which holding your body parallel to the earth was an act of submission to the divine. So many Americans read chaturanga as merely a plank because of a lack of understanding of that other cultural and religious context. It’s not that the religious meaning is not there; it’s that many of us—including Judge Meyer—don’t know it.

			Before we get into the specifics of how we can benefit from approaching yoga in a religious way, let’s figure out how yoga came to be dissociated from religion in the first place. Because this was certainly not always the case. And the story of how we got here features a Swedish actress and a New England housewife.

			The First Ladies of Wellness Yoga

			Yoga historically includes a wide range of devotional techniques, made up of hundreds of lineages originating in South Asia, preserved and promoted by thousands of gurus all claiming authority and expertise. But within a hundred years of arriving in the United States, Americans changed all that. Today when I ask, “What is yoga?,” most folks answer something about stretching that reduces personal stress. While some think yoga is indebted to the religions of South Asia—in fact, that’s part of its appeal—most don’t think it’s religious per se. Instead they see it primarily as a form of self-care—that it is, as the common phrase goes, “spiritual but not religious.”

			Many people helped popularize this understanding of yoga in the United States during the twentieth century, and you may have heard of some of the most famous ones: Paramahansa Yogananda and K. Pattabhi Jois, whom I’ve already mentioned, and also Swami Vivekananda, B. K. S. Iyengar, and Bikram Choudhury. But two Western women also played a pivotal role in the framing of yoga as a universal wellness technique: Indra Devi and Lilias Folan. Both Devi and Folan practiced devotional yoga themselves, but they promised their students yoga did not need to come with that baggage. These women were both called the “first lady of yoga” at the height of their popularity. They gave us permission to leave behind the complicated systems of thought that made us uncomfortable and borrow just enough Asian aesthetics to make us believe we had discovered a path to wellness developed by sages in faraway lands.

			Indra Devi Brings Yoga to Hollywood

			If you—like me—are a white woman who practices yoga, Indra Devi paved the way for you. She was born Eugenie Peterson in 1899 in Latvia, to a Russian noble mother and a Swedish banker father. After the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, she and her mother left Moscow for Berlin, where Eugenie became an actress and dancer, touring throughout Europe. At the age of twenty-eight, she moved to India, took the stage name Indra Devi, and quickly became a rising star in Indian films.

			In 1930, Devi married a Czech diplomat

			
			
			
			
			Lilias Folan Makes Yoga as American as Apple Pie

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Restoring Religion to Yoga
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