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Praise for Teaching Yoga, Second Edition


“Mark Stephens has given us a tremendous gift with this new edition of his esteemed book, Teaching Yoga. In addition to the nuts and bolts of teaching yoga … Stephens points us to the middle path between technique and daily experience, tradition and evolution, the wisdom of the teacher and the heart of the student. I’ve been teaching yoga for nearly fifty years, and I learned so much from it.”

—Cyndi Lee, yoga teacher and founder of OM yoga Center, Buddhist Chaplain, and author of Yoga Body Buddha Mind 



Praise for the First Edition


“Teaching Yoga is an urgently needed manual in the arsenal of aspiring yoga teachers.”

—Ganga White, founder of White Lotus Yoga Foundation and author of Yoga Beyond Belief




“Teaching Yoga is friendly, well-thought-out, helpful, clear, and tremendously thorough … exactly what is needed to help a growing teacher teach at his or her best.” 

—Erich Schiffmann, author of Yoga: The Spirit and Practice of Moving into Stillness




“A real offering to yoga teachers, providing practical tools and inspiration for the path that embraces all forms of embodied yoga. Enjoy this great resource and dive deeply into your own transformational process of teaching yoga.”


—Shiva Rea, leading instructor of Transformational Prana Flow Yoga and Yoga Trance Dance




“Yoga luminary Mark Stephens has written a book that embodies Hatha yoga itself, offering a highly informative guide for all yoga teachers. This comprehensive and scholarly guide is now required reading for our teaching staff.”

—Mary Lynn Fitton, founder and director of programs at The Art of Yoga Project




“Fifteen years after starting a successful movement to bring yoga into inner city schools, prisons, treatment centers, and veterans’ facilities, Mark Stephens is back with a treasure trove of wisdom and insight drawn from years of training teachers for success in those settings as well as more traditional yoga spaces. Teaching Yoga is destined to be a classic that every yoga teacher and student will consult for years to come.”

—James Wvinner, yogi and cofounder of Yoga, Tribe, and Culture
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Preface

It has been fifteen years since I started drafting the first edition of Teaching Yoga. We can say that both everything and nothing have changed in yoga and the arts and sciences of sharing it with others in informed, effective, and inspiring ways. Yoga is still yoga, a set of practices with infinite potential for making our lives better and the world a better place for all.

Yet various cross-fertilizations with other well-being practices, plus the impact of different cultural traditions around the world as yoga has become a fully globalized practice, have simultaneously enrichened and refined our approaches to practicing and teaching, while at the same time often diluting some of the richness and authenticity rooted in its ancient-to-modern developments.

We have learned a lot in the 3,500 years since yoga first appeared on the landscape of ancient India. Unlike our ancient and early modern progenitors, we have the benefit of learning from all that has come to light over the millennia of yoga’s existence. We are less dependent on self-experimentation and speculation in understanding many basic facts of life, especially since the advent of microscopes, human dissection, and significant developments in the sciences of biology, chemistry, neurology, and kinesiology. Today, we have a far better scientific understanding of the nature of human beings than our ancient peers did, and with it a richer set of insights into the forces at play in doing postural, breathing, and meditation practices.

We’ve also learned a lot about learning, giving greater power to Aristotle’s quip that the more you know the more you know you don’t know. And while much of the learning we can and should do as yoga teachers is rooted in advancements in every realm of human endeavor, we, like the ancient yogis, are altogether human, with often unique experiences and related insights into practically everything. We are wise to honor our personal senses of everything, even as we tap into the rivers of refined knowledge that continuously flow in every part of the world.

In researching and writing the first edition of Teaching Yoga, I often relied on what at the time were considered the leading sources on various topics. In the years since, I’ve discovered that many of those sources were simply mistaken or biased in their assertions, even as much of the yoga community, me included, often took those assertions for granted due to the ostensibly authoritative stature of their authors. This became increasingly clear to me in writing four subsequent books and several articles on teaching yoga and yoga therapy. Thus, the first edition of this book was crying out for revision, a sentiment that was often echoed by my students, fellow teachers, and other authors.

In this new edition of Teaching Yoga, I’ve attempted to address many myths about yoga, offering as best I can clear and well-informed ideas supported by scholarly research and evidence of veracity and efficacy. Yet even as this book is going to press, there are topics that deserve further refinement or revision, primarily in the histories and philosophies of yoga and ancient to early modern practices. For example, I have not sufficiently incorporated recent insights from archeology, historiography, linguistics, and genetics that shed light on the pre-Vedic roots of proto-yoga that were growing in the mixed soils of pan-Eurasian contacts and exchanges and that would come to significantly shape the earliest yoga sprouts and subsequence developments. I also erred in not giving adequate attention to nonelitist ancient to modern sources that point to novel, and I think more accurate, representations of key texts, concepts, and practices, including those found in the oft cited Bhagavad Gita and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra. These concerns are addressed in my forthcoming book on yoga histories, philosophies, myths, and practices.

This edition of Teaching Yoga is far richer from the engagement of many friends and peers I’ve been blessed to meet on the global teaching path, helping me in this endeavor to learn and share about teaching yoga. David Gordon White guided me in learning how to research Sanskrit sources and offered lighthearted insights into the cultures of knowledge production within and outside academia. Sally Kempton engaged with me in innumerable vibrant and loving conversations, often on walks or drives from our homes near Big Sur. Ganga White and Tracey Rich have generously shared from their decades of practice and teaching to underline how nondogmatic approaches to yoga are essential in making it relevant. Joel Kramer and his partner of fifty years, Diana Alstad, similarly engaged with me on questions of philosophy and consciousness and how it all comes together in practice. The team at North Atlantic Books—with talented and supportive staff in production, editing, design, and marketing—played a vital role in converting my drafts into what you’re now reading. Dagmar Stuhr, Bernie Clark, Marta Espeita, Nico Krättli, Anya Häusermann, Marion Schwartz, Emily Pease, Allison Tomotsugu, Jannicke Wiel, and Rita Dias all influenced me in significant ways. Mike Rotkin helped me stay grounded in the real world and has given me inestimably valuable support in my thinking and writing, often while kayaking or hiking in the wilderness. Deep thanks to my family, and to Pi and Lila for reminding me about being human and not taking it all too seriously. All errors and omissions are, without question, my responsibility alone.




Foreword to the First Edition

by Mariel Hemingway

Yoga has been such an amazing teacher in my life. What was at first a “workout” and a challenge from a friend who thought it would “kick my butt” became a ritual that led me to a path of understanding more about myself. It guided me to honor my body and my soul in a way that I had never done before. I learned what it meant to listen to my movement in concert with my breath. It would bring up things that led me to become aware of myself at a profound level. Before yoga, I was always moving too fast and feeling pushed to achieve, reach a goal, and win (I was a downhill racer as a kid). Then came yoga, and I was led into a place where breath and movement informed who I became every day. It was not a physical movement that invoked self-judgment and criticism; to the contrary, it was a gentle lover of self. I learned through yoga asana that the body is a map to the soul and that my own body speaks a language that is designed for me to hear and learn from. Everyone’s body and practice are different in the sense that the language that the body speaks is entirely different from one person to the next, but the template is the same.

When I met Mark Stephens I had been a practicing yogini for nearly twenty years, and yet I knew that Mark would be a significant teacher in my life. He was and still is an inspiration to me because of his grounded understanding of the principles of yoga and the relationship of the body to asana. But what really moves me about Mark is his relationship to the spirit of yoga and his depth of understanding of the science behind yogic tradition. He understands the template of what is needed to become the best you can be as a practitioner and especially as a teacher.

Mark helped me to put together my first book, Finding My Balance, and through that experience, we became close friends. He helped me with the yoga sequencing in my book as well as the photos, and he provided space for me to take gorgeous yoga pictures in his new yoga studio he was opening in LA at that time. We laughed a lot and had fun. I helped him choose colors for the walls and the best place for a bookshelf or a Natarajasana statue. He guided me to understand that what I spoke in the sequence of my book had a deeper impression than I might have thought. The depth of what I was doing by sharing yoga in my book was bigger than just showing postures for a yoga routine. It was a gift of sharing who I was as a person at that time. Mark was conscious of the power of what I was sharing with others—maybe more than even I realized. I am sure today we would come up with different sequencing as I am a different person than I was in 2003. Still, Mark helped me find the teacher in me and showed me how to share her through asana in concert with who I was at that time.

Between brainstorming the studio look and my own personal requirements for my book, we also took time to do yoga. We often remained quiet for hours in order to let the experience of our own individual practice do what needed to be done for the body and soul. Mark understands the dance of the physical with the spirit in relationship with yoga. He is a scientist and a spiritual man guided by his passion for yoga and teaching. He is a teacher’s teacher. He gives the student the empowering feeling that they know more than they do while making sure they get what they need from the science, the history, and the mystery of yoga. I am so excited that Mark has been guided to share his profound knowledge of this ancient tradition. He is bringing it to us in a modern, tangible, and practical way so that we as practitioners and teachers can be more efficient and qualified as we grow into this magical experience we call our yoga practice for ourselves and in service of others.




Introduction

Teaching yoga will change your life. It will continually bring you back to your earliest motivations to practice and add abundant clarity to the first questions you asked yourself about yoga. These questions are almost invariably philosophical and personal, the answers shifting amid the currents of our lives. Who am I? What makes me feel happy and balanced? How can I make things easier and steadier in my life?

Students come to yoga for a variety of reasons. For many, it is a way to relax and reduce stress from living in a world of cell phones, high-pressure jobs, relationship challenges, and the fast pace of modern life. Yoga’s widely proclaimed health benefits bring many people to the practice. Some are looking for the “hot workout” and perfectly sculpted body highlighted in the media courtesy of yoga-practicing stars like Madonna and Sting. Others, however, are interested in inner harmony, balance, and overall well-being. Some are motivated by pain or suffering, looking to yoga to heal and feel whole. Still others consciously gravitate to yoga seeking a sense of spiritual connection or growth. For most, it is a combination of these and other goals.

The role of the teacher is to provide inspired support and informed guidance to students pursuing these varied and changing aims. When teachers create safe and nurturing yoga classes where students can explore and experience anew the body, mind, and spirit, amazing things start to happen. New sensations arise in the body. Just breathing becomes a profound tool of awareness. The mind becomes clearer and stronger. Emotions even out, the heart opens, and the spirit soars. You simply feel better—more vibrant, more alive.

Our ability as teachers to help students develop and sustain their yoga practice in keeping with their personal intentions rests on three basic foundations. First, continually cultivating our own personal practice keeps us strong, clear, and connected to the evolution of yoga. It also refreshes the well from which we draw new insight and inspiration. In his autobiographical introduction to his book Yoga: The Spirit and Practice of Moving into Stillness, Erich Schiffmann (1996, xxiii) tells the story of how he first fully awakened as a teacher. In learning from Joel Kramer to be “guided from within,” Schiffmann tapped into an endless well of experience in which “each session is a learning event.” The lessons we learn on the mat as well as from our teachers and students are invaluable when giving guidance to others on their mats.

Second, deepening our understanding of how bodies work—biomechanically, physiologically, and as the embodiment of spirit and life experience—gives us an essential set of tools for offering appropriate instruction. While our experience on the mat is essential, the marvelous diversity of people and the different needs and conditions they uniquely bring to the mat requires ongoing learning about functional anatomy, common injuries, alignment principles, physical and emotional risks, pregnancy, the respiratory process, and many other aspects of our being. Equipped with more knowledge and greater understanding, we can teach more safely. As yoga continues to grow in popularity, many teachers are entering the profession unprepared for working with the diverse array of students in their classes. Popular news articles on yoga teaching with titles like “In Over Their Heads” (Los Angeles Times, August 13, 2001) and “When Yoga Hurts” (Time, October 4, 2007) are unfortunate reflections of a growing trend of students getting hurt in classes. This is the last thing a teacher wants written about their own heartfelt work.

Third, drawing intelligently from the wide variety of styles and sources available to us from the historical evolution of yoga provides an essential foundation for effective teaching. For just about every intention one finds in a yoga class, there is a tradition and style of yoga to inform and fulfill it. Within the various traditions and styles, a teacher’s approach to the craft gives further nuance to students’ experience. Most of the styles and approaches are, wittingly or not, rooted in a vast and rich web of ancient to contemporary writings on the nature of being, the physical body and mind, healing, and spirit. Tapping into these sources, teachers find greater ease in navigating the shifting tides of interest, need, and motivation arising from students and their own lives. Exploring the vastness of yoga philosophy and literature creates a richer, deeper palette from which to draw in the art of teaching yoga. This is the focus of chapter 1, exploring the received wisdom of ancient yoga traditions and the development of modern Hatha yoga.

An extraordinary quality of human beings is our natural dynamism. Even when choosing stillness, we are still moving, our hearts beating, breath flowing, all our systems at work. When we choose to move, it is often with unconscious actions as our neuromuscular and skeletal systems interact. In the bodymind-spirit practice of Hatha yoga, we are becoming more and more aware of how we move, how we position our bodies, how we breathe, where we are in our minds, how we feel throughout our being, how we might move into a sense of stillness. In this way, all Hatha yoga is vinyasa flow—vinyasa meaning simply “to place in a special way,” and flow denoting the conscious dynamism of movement within and between poses. While some classes flow more than others, even in a Restorative or Iyengar-oriented practice with long holds, there is always dynamic movement that involves consciously placing the body-breath-mind in a special way. To flow, we need form and a stabilizing structure. Like a river flowing from the mountains, the riverbank, riverbed, and objects along the way channel the flow just as the flow changes the shape and conditions of that which holds it. Sometimes a powerful flow will break the banks, creating a new relationship along a different path in a way that could be a disaster or a blessing, depending on what happens. Sometimes the structure is so rigid, like the concrete walls of the Los Angeles River, that the flow is constricted to a point of seeming lifelessness. With time, with evolution, a new balance is always emerging, the flow expressed in new and wondrous ways. “The interplay of structure, rigidity, and form with formlessness,” says Ganga White (2007, 114), “makes up the movement of life.”

In consciously flowing in Hatha yoga practice, there are two sources of guidance: the outer teacher and the inner teacher. Their roles are similar even though their experiences of what is happening at the moment are different. Both are listening, watching, and using what they feel and know to adjust and refine in ways that create a more beautiful experience. The inner teacher is ultimately the best guide, using physical sensations, emotional states, and knowledge to find what feels right. The outer teacher—being trained and well-practiced in sensing how subtle energy flows in the body, how muscles and joints work and the possible risks of injury, how to modify asanas to cultivate ease and stability, how to work with the breath—guides the student in deepening their relationship with that student’s own inner teacher and thereby their practice.

Understanding how the body works is a key part of being a yoga teacher. Part of the challenge is that the human being is described with a completely different language and set of concepts in traditional yogic and Western scientific models. One has prana, nadis, and chakras; the other has systems made up of bones, tissues, nerves, organs, and fluids. Each makes sense only when understood as a whole that comprises its interrelated elements. Prana makes no sense without the concept of nadis, just as bones are largely devoid of practical meaning when viewed separately from tendons, ligaments, and muscles. Furthermore, each perspective has a view of the other. The traditional yogic perspective sees the physical body as an expression of cosmic and subtle elements, while the Western scientific model tends to dismiss any notion of nonmaterial or nonphysiological forces as religious mysticism or creative imagination. Some who believe in the traditional perspective suggest that technology is simply not yet capable of detecting the reality of subtle energy, while some who are committed to the Western scientific perspective acknowledge the possible material effect of mystical or spiritual forces. In the dance-like interplay of these two views, we are treated to a rich array of insights to guide us in our teaching.

Chapters 2 and 3 explore the elements of energetic flow, form, and structure that expand the foundations of our teaching palette. We first review concepts of subtle energy and anatomy, recognizing the formative stream of tantra—a conception of human beings and the universe as an integrated whole—as a key element in Hatha, or physical, yoga. Then we look at basic functional anatomy and biomechanics through the lens of the yoga teacher, paying close attention to the spine, pelvic and shoulder girdles, feet, ankles, knees, elbows, wrists, and hands. Here we will lay the foundation for what to watch for, and how to see not merely bodies but people in their bodies dynamically doing yoga.

We expand this part of the teaching palette in chapters 4 and 5, exploring how to create a favorable space for students to deepen their practice (chapter 4) and fundamental principles and techniques for guiding that practice (chapter 5). These general principles are given practical application as we look closely at teaching 108 asanas (chapter 6), several pranayama techniques (chapter 7), various approaches to meditation (chapter 8), working with special conditions and intentions (chapter 9), and sequencing asanas and class planning (chapter 10). Finally, in chapter 11, we look at yoga as a profession, offering guidance on navigating the professional aspects of yoga in a way that allows you to sustain yourself as a teacher.

Print media such as this book offer a potentially timeless resource that we can continually return to in our teaching. But some teaching skills, in particular the art and science of looking at, seeing, understanding, and appropriately relating to different students in their asana practices, are more effectively conveyed by observing teaching in action. Applying the foundational material offered throughout this book, especially in chapters 5 and 6, readers can join my online Asana Academy (see appendix A) for ongoing guidance in methods of not just asana demonstration, modification, hands-on adjustments, and use of props for the 108 asanas presented in chapter 6, but the larger realm of yoga philosophy, mythology, and psychology and its intersections with the sciences of human anatomy, physiology, kinesiology, and neurology.

Yoga originated in India, where much of its development was expressed through the ancient Sanskrit language, an Aryan language that came to India from the West. The meaning of many yoga concepts is still best stated in Sanskrit, and wherever there is translation there is concern about accuracy. This might not be an issue for teachers whose approach eschews all reference to yoga’s ancient roots (and unmoored to those traditions or other sources of guiding principles, often tend toward yoga-robics, not yoga). Many other teachers (as well as books, periodicals, and electronic media) do draw from ancient teachings and employ the Sanskrit terms for concepts and asanas. The most commonly accepted and used terms for asanas and other aspects of yoga are drawn from the Krishnamacharya lineage. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, Yoga Journal magazine further popularized this terminology and the related spelling forms. Throughout this book, we use these terms and forms, providing English translation with each first instance of the term.

All Sanskrit terms can be found in the glossary, and all asanas are additionally listed in appendix C with their English and Sanskrit names along with a pronunciation guide. To be clear, wherever there is translation there is interpretation, and with interpretation, there is invariably subjectivity. Consequently, many common terms and concepts in the yoga realm have been given different meanings in different sources, often reflecting philosophical, social, or other biases. Thus, throughout the text, we have given close attention to the etymology of key terms, relying primarily on the classic 1899 English-Sanskrit Dictionary by Monier Monier-Williams as well as a close textual analysis of source materials.

The ultimate language of yoga is expressed in doing yoga, a practice that transcends words as we open our lives to living more consciously through the infinite wisdom of the heart. It is in this wisdom that we take the seat of the teacher, sharing yoga with all who cross our paths. In my own experience as a yoga teacher, nothing has so changed my life as the commitment to sharing yoga in a way that helps students to develop their own personal and sustainable practice. From my earliest days as a teacher in Los Angeles in 1996 to the present—and whether teaching public or private classes, beginner’s workshops or teacher trainings, working with famous celebrities or convicted felons—every one of my students has been my teacher, each in their way bringing new light to my practice and teaching. May this book similarly inspire and guide you along your path as teacher.






1

From Ancient Roots to Modern Yoga




There is a light that shines beyond all things on earth, beyond us all, beyond the heavens, beyond the highest, the very highest heavens. This is the light that shines in our heart.

—Chandogya Upanishad



Yoga comes from a wide and deep river of ancient-to-modern traditions. Its many currents flow from a complex history of spiritual exploration, philosophical reflection, scientific experimentation, and spontaneous creative expression. Arising from the diverse and evolving cultures of ancient India and its neighbors, often moored to and conditioned by Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and other religions, the philosophies, teachings, and practices of yoga are as richly varied as the innumerable tributaries of yoga. What we know of the origins and development of yoga comes to us from a variety of sources, including ancient texts, oral transmission, iconography, dance, and song. While the history matters little to some, for others the practice is richer and clearer through understanding its origins and how it came to be as it is today.

Here we will use broad brushstrokes to paint a canvas depicting the received wisdom of traditions that gave rise to the practices we explore and share today. We will look at the foundational literature of yoga to identify how ideas about yoga and its practices developed over time, pausing along the way to consider their relevance and practical application in doing and teaching yoga in the twenty-first century.

The Time of the Vedas

While yoga may be several thousand years old, the earliest known writings where we find the term yoga are the ancient Indian spiritual texts known as Vedas (meaning “knowledge”), the oldest being the Rig Veda.1 The Sanskrit root, yuj, means not just “to yoke,” “to make one,” but numerous other things unrelated to yoga.2 Though scholars debate the exact date and origins of the Vedas (1700–1100 BCE), most agree that the 1,028 hymns that make up the Rig Veda, considered by some to be of divine origin, are the original written source on yoga, or at least proto-yoga.3 Composed as poems by spiritual adepts (seers) in a culture where most spiritual practices connected directly and immediately with nature in the quest for meaning and well-being, these hymns reflect the mystical exploration of consciousness, being, and connection with the divine and the cosmos. In later ancient yoga sources we find the intended “yoking” is most commonly that of one’s being and the divine, or a self-transcendent quality creating a pure state of consciousness in which the awareness of “I” disappears into a sense of divine essence. As we shall see, there are many other such ways the term is invoked in yoga’s diverse histories and philosophies.
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The ancient Rig Veda


There are three other Vedas: Yajur Veda, Sama Veda, and Atharva Veda. The Yajur Veda (in two forms, “Black” and “White”) and Sama Veda temporally overlap the Rig Veda while offering more detailed variations in ritual for specific priestly purposes. The Atharva Veda, more oriented to individual matters such as love and health rather than public sacrifice, contains an elaborate discussion of “the breaths of the Vrātya,” relating phases of breathing to elements of nature and awareness. Some scholars see the Atharva Veda as a proto-Tantric source, some as the original source of ayurveda, which is first presented in Caraka’s Samhita with a largely organic and naturalistic worldview (in contrast to the speculative and mystical views found in the Vedas).4 To be clear, while the Vedas foreshadow much that appears in the later development of yoga, with the exception of mantra, the repetitive singing of specific sounds thought to create an inner resonance with divine essence and central to most Indian religions, they do not significantly prefigure the complex body of ideas and practices that over time came to characterize yoga as a coherent practice.

Ritualistic sacrifice (including with elements of breath), fire ceremonies (puja), and mantra are the principal tools the Vedic seers describe in the Vedas for attaining truthful knowledge, satisfying the gods for a vast array of purposes, and for attaining a transcendent state of being and consciousness. Mantra, which as we shall see recurs in various ways, with varying importance and varied relationship to other aspects throughout the subsequent development of yoga, is most richly presented in the Yajur Veda and Sama Veda. The sounds themselves are typically put forth by the seers in what is considered a pure form of divine expression, undiluted by human thought.5 The meditative state is sometimes said to deepen by visualizing a deity and fully absorbing a sense of the deity within one’s awareness. These interrelated practices anticipate qualities of meditation found many centuries later, for instance in the Yoga Sutra of Patanjali: withdrawal of the senses from their external distractions, concentration on a single point, release of the mind into pure awareness of being, and liberating oneself from the otherwise disturbed machinations of the mind.






Om

Om, the sound of which now appears in television ads unrelated to yoga, has a storied history, which starts unrelated to yoga in mantras that appear in Vedic texts starting around 100 BCE. Like the term yuj, it has been given many meanings. Its component sounds, a, u, and m, are separately given distinct meanings, starting in the Mandukya Upanishad’s assignment of the three supreme deities to each syllable. There we find the letter a represents creation (issuing from Brahma’s essence), u the preservation of balance in the world (as the god Vishnu balances Brahma overhead on a lotus flower), and m the completion of the cycle of existence (when Vishnu falls asleep and all existing things dissolve into their essence). Chanting its sounds carries many promises, especially related to death, transcendence, and reincarnation.6






One of the most revered verses in the Vedas and most popular chants in modern yoga is Savitri, dedicated to the sun god Savitr. Known more commonly as the Gayatri mantra, it is described in the Rig Veda as bringing one to the light. It is traditionally prefaced by “om” and the mystical mahā vyāhṛti (“great utterance”): bhur bhuva svaha. Bhur refers to the earth, bhuva to the space between the earth and sky, and svaha pays homage to one’s ancestors.


Om bhur bhuvah svaha

Tat savitur varenyam

Bhargo devasya dhimahi

Dhiyo yonah prachodayat



One can translate the verses that follow Om bhur bhuvah svaha as


We meditate on the lovely

Glory of the god Savitr

That he may stimulate our minds.



This and many other the Vedic hymns are shared today in kirtan—or call-and-response singing—usually led by practitioners of bhakti (devotional) yoga. While Hare Krishnas might have first popularized the chanting of mantras in the West, popular modern yoga singers have brought this practice into mainstream yoga studios globally. It is now more and more common to hear the chanting of ancient Indian hymns in Western yoga classes, whether as part of the background music or with full student participation. We also find recitation of ancient hymns more elevated in many yoga lineages in contemporary times than we find in prior periods.7 Many students find that this practice deepens their sense of spiritual connection while creating a feeling of community. Whether the effect is from the specific vibrations created in the tonality of certain Sanskrit words, as claimed by many for whom these are the most important spiritual sources, or arises from simply being in the joy of singing and breathing, is a matter perhaps best explored through direct experience.

Despite the pleasant and affirming experiences many students have in chanting, some studios discourage it (including the sound of om), because there are many other students, especially those new to yoga and in some sociocultural settings who feel that such chanting is a weird or esoteric ritual at odds with their core beliefs or sensibilities. This can also be an issue among those who are disturbed by what they view as exploitative cultural appropriation. Cultivating and tapping into your values and sensibilities while being attuned to those of your students will help guide you in whether, when, or how—if at all—to bring chanting into your classes. This is the first of many places in this book where the suggestion of Polonius in Hamlet, “to thine own self be true,” is suggested—to be in your integrity and personal comfort as a teacher.

Taken together, the four Vedas are called samhitas, literally “collections,” each of which is given elaboration, clarification, and revision in aligned sets of Vedic texts called Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and Upanishads. Here we will look more closely at the Upanishads.




	Samhitas
	Brahmanas
	Aranyakas
	Upanishads





	Rig Veda
	Aitareya


Kaushitaki
	Aitareya


Kaushitaki
	Aitareya


Kaushitaki



	Sama Veda
	Kauthuma (8)


Jaiminiya (3)
	Talavakara


[Purvarchika]
	Chandogya


Kena



	Black Yajur Veda (Krishna)
	Integrated in the samhitas and thus older than the Brahmanas proper (4+)
	Taittiriya


Katha


Maitrayaniya
	Tattiriya


Katha


Svetasvatara


Maitrayani



	White Yajur Veda (Shukla)
	Shatapatha


(2 recensions)
	Brihad


Kanva
	Brhadaranyaka


Isa



	Atharva Veda
	Shaunaka


Paippalada
	None surviving 
	Munduka


Mandukya


Prasna




The Upanishads

The earliest of the thirteen “classical” Upanishads (not to be confused with the “Yoga Upanishads” found in the common era) were written in the latter part of the first millennium BCE, at the end of the Vedic period.8 They reflect a spiritual movement in which reliance on elaborate and secretive brahmin-led rituals gives way to a revolutionary movement toward relatively more internal practices. Considered the essence and final word of the Vedas, they became known as the philosophy of Vedanta (“the end of the Vedas”) (Michaels 2004). They mark the beginning of a shift away from Vedic Brahmanism to more personal and practical themes.9 Here we first find yoga as a set of practices that are not rituals led by priests, but kriyas, “actions,” performed by the yogi himself—and rarely herself, even as women now are portrayed as somewhat equal to men and more favorably (as in reference to Brahmavadini, female ascetics, in the Maitreya Upanishad).

Articulating an underlying philosophy of yoga, the Upanishads hold forth belief in a universal spirit, Brahman, and an individual soul, atman. Brahman is the absolute infinite, all that ever was and all that will ever be. Atman, the inner self, is the self we experience in our limited awareness, in which we are said to experience ourselves as alienated from who we truly are: an expression of the absolute, Brahman. The ritualistic and contemplative practices described in the Upanishads aim to unite—yoke—atman and Brahman by attaining release from the worldly constraints and limited consciousness that keep us from realizing this as the true nature of our being.

This is first and most perhaps most beautifully told as a story told in the Katha Upanishad about a conversation between the boy Nachiketa, the son of Vajashravas (whose name denotes giving things away), and Lord Yama,10 that expands from Nachiketa’s concern about material possessions to the nature of life, death, and the metaphysics of yoga. We find several basic ideas that persist in yoga to the present. Here the chariot found in the Rig Veda becomes a metaphor for liberation, moksha, from the suffering realm of mortal and material life, an idea rooted in Samkhya, one of the six orthodox schools of Indian philosophy.11 The chariot itself is the body and its natural tendencies, the reins are the mind (manas), the rider the higher intellect (buddhi), the horses the senses (indriya), and the paths the horses take are what comes to one’s senses (visaya). This reflects the tendency of humans to be driven by their senses and desires, necessarily, it is said, into deeper suffering. If the senses prevail, one will remain in the suffering conditions of existence in this realm; harnessing the senses through deliberate mental effort, one can gain liberation, “yoking” atman and Brahman.12 The pathway to this self-realization is yoga: inner reflection on the mind that brings one to a place of pure wisdom.

While the practices described in the Upanishads bear very little resemblance to what we find in most yoga classes in the modern world, they do shape the language and experience of teaching in powerful ways. Upanishad means “sitting down beside,” referring to the practice of sitting near the feet of one’s guru as a means of enlightenment. The practice of satsang (from sat, “true,” and sangha, “company”), which involves sitting with a teacher, guru, or an assembly of others with the aim of learning and experiencing spiritual awakening through assimilation of the teacher’s thoughts, finds diverse expressions in today’s globalized yoga culture.
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While meditation is the primary means of doing yoga, we learn more of the full life of the yogi and a greater connection to personal life, such as the story in chapter four of the Chandogya Upanishad of Satyakama (“true desire or longing”), where the moral is that truth takes precedence over circumstance. While bias toward renouncing all desire and pleasure persists, there is guidance for non-renouncers, “householders,” regarding sexual and family relations.

The Upanishads are the earliest written source hinting at what today is called traditional yogic anatomy of the subtle body, which is presented in detail in chapter 2. Prana, or “life force,” and the nadis (“channels”) that carry it appear in the Prasna, Aiterya, Chandogya, and Brhadaranyaka Upanishads. Prana’s manifestation as five prana-vayus is given in Prasna Upanishad 3.4. A passage in the Kaushitaki Upanishad (3.2) gives one of the most familiar descriptions of prana today: “Life is prana, prana is life. So long as prana remains in the body, so long is there life. Through prana, one obtains, even in this world, immortality.”

In the later Upanishads, written through the fifteenth century of the common era, we begin to see evidence of experimentation in various yogic practices utilizing breath and sound as tools of physical transformation. As we see later in this chapter, much of this exploration was associated with the rise of tantra and created the groundwork for the future development of Hatha yoga. This culminates in the fifteenth-century Darshana Upanishad’s description of specific asanas, all but one of which are sitting positions in which the essential practice is pranayama (Aiyar 1914). How we get there is anything but a straight line.

The Bhagavad Gita

Some of the Upanishads describe in detail the meditative and contemplative practices for one on the path of yoga. Thought to be part of the Upanishadic movement, the Bhagavad Gita, “Song of God”—a chapter in the epic Mahabharata—explores the mystery of the mind, providing a set of guiding principles for a life of conscious action.13 Though it may be based on historical events, the symbolism of the Bhagavad Gita is a guide to spiritual liberation. The flame of desire and manifestations of ego resurge to create inner conflicts that keep one from enlightenment or self-realization. The practices given in the Bhagavad Gita are a pathway to “inner peace” through connection with the divine. That inner peace, it is written, resides within us, but the constant rambling noise of the mind and the reflexive power of our desires inhibit this awareness, and we instead get caught in maya, a web of illusory impressions.

The story unfolds in the middle of the Mahabharata as a conversation between the warrior-prince Arjuna and his charioteer, Krishna. Considering that Krishna is, to some, God, one might not do better for a helper. Peering across the battlefield, Arjuna sees those he knows and loves. They have sought to destroy him and have made his life miserable, yet he thinks it wrong to fight the war and kill them to win back the kingdom. He turns to Krishna for advice. Krishna expounds on the idea of dharma, or destined duty, itself rooted in rta, “proper, right, apt suitable,” which is primarily determined by one’s “place”—caste, race, and sex.14 By coming to identify with the immortal self, with Brahman, the one, the ultimate divine consciousness, it is said that one can transcend mortality, our attachment to the material world, and live in the love of the infinite, so long as one acts based on their “right place.” With Arjuna lost in his sense of it all and wanting to abstain from action, Krishna warns that it is through action that one’s destined duty and divine nature are manifested. Krishna explains three yogic paths informed by the dharma associated with the varied natures of people.15


	Karma yoga: the path of self-transcending action, of service free of desire. Literally translated as the path of “union through action,” karma yoga involves acting without consideration of desire or selfish need.

	Jnana yoga: the path of direct experience of ultimate reality, of true knowledge. Exercising the faculties of discrimination and detachment, meditating, it is possible to transcend the temporal limitations that occupy the mind.

	Bhakti yoga: the path of devotion. Staying constantly in touch with God, the bhakti yogi, in Krishna’s words, is guided by love and pure innocence in spiritual life, beyond “yoga in practice.”



To the modern yoga teacher, relating these paths of yoga to teaching classes at a studio or gym can seem like quite a stretch. Yet we can make meaningful connections between these paths and how we live, which have an immediate and vital relationship to the qualities we bring to our teaching. The act of committing yourself completely to teaching yoga can be a form of karma yoga, making the needs and intentions of your students the focus of your efforts as you expand and refine your skills and knowledge. Jnana yoga is a more difficult path: engaging yourself in a deep, rigorous, yet compassionate process of learning about everything that pertains to yoga along with self-examination lends clarity to your mind and heart, which in turn lends greater clarity in giving guidance to your students. If your path is one of bhakti yoga, staying immersed in a sense of connection with the sounds and sensations of your ultimate guides will manifest in the voice, compassion, and love you share in your classes. And to the extent that selfless service, deeper learning, or abundant love feel scary or seem unattainable, those related paths might be the most fruitful for you. Taking these paths even further, it is important to remember that yoga is far more than the practice done in class, that the life of yoga extends well off the mat and into daily life. In this integration of yoga in life, the path of the teacher is most fully expressed.

The Yoga Sutra of Patanjali

Most yoga students and teachers who study yoga philosophy have read excerpts from Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra.16 Composed around 325 CE in an era of powerful Buddhist influence, this set of 195 aphorisms succinctly distills much of the received wisdom found in the Upanishads, Bhagavad Gita, and other sources. It is presented in four chapters, or pada: “part,” “a step,” from pad, “a foot,” suggesting “foundation”: Samadhi, “contemplation,” Sadhana, “practice,” Vibhuti, “powerful, superhuman,” and Kailvalya, “detachment leading to eternal happiness.”17 Here we highlight key elements of first two chapters and the sutras as the start of chapter three pertaining to meditation and samadhi; if interested in the spiritual, paranormal, supernatural siddhi (“fulfillment”) powers and transcendence, see the third and fourth chapters.

Writing in the dialogue format found in most Brahmanic writings that invited critical engagement and commentary, Patanjali begins with a simple question in sutra 1.2: “What is yoga?” His answer, yoga chitta vritti nirodha, “yoga is stopping the turning of thinking” or “to restrain the mind,” foreshadows all that follows.18 As we come to discover, we are ultimately invited to suspend the cognitive apparatus in favor of a life free of suffering, or even liberation from this existence. It is easier said than done, and that, perhaps, is the entire point of the book.

Patanjali asserts that a nonfluctuating mind—not active or thinking—is the source of true awareness, or being in true reality. Any vritti (fluctuation)—he describes five types (understanding, error, imagination, deep sleep, and memory)—causes klista, “affliction.”19 Such control comes from the two sides of the yoga coin given in sutra 1.12: abhyasa, “persevering practice,” in suspending the mind, and vairagya, “nonattachment.” Abhyasa is about “the effort to attain and maintain the state of mental peace,” while vairagya pertains to having no desire relating to the experience or outcomes of that effort (Bouanchaud 1999, 17–21).

In sutra 1.14, we learn that there is no quick fix, that this contemplative method can be very difficult; the implication is that this is a lifelong practice, which stands in stark contrast to the thirty-day promises popular in the modern yoga scene. The Yoga Sutra notes that qualities of personal temperament, emotional turmoil, and lack of commitment to a more powerful source or to pure consciousness are significant factors. To help, Patanjali prescribes repetition of om, being in the presence of joy, having compassion amid difficulty, tolerating mistakes, lengthening exhalations, breath retention, dreaming, and a gradual approach to meditation. While he goes on to celebrate the fruits of potentially successful purely contemplative work, he is equally clear that the underlying causes of suffering, the kleshas themselves, can be deep, complex, and pervasive.

In his second chapter, Patanjali will offer a more accessible, perhaps easier, approach—kriya yoga, “the yoga of action”—that might make more practical sense to those for whom the difficulties, specifically the ability to have an abiding focus, are too great. He prefaces it with what one might appreciate as a richer yoga psychology, elaborating on the nature of the kleshas:


	First is avidya, “ignorance,” starting with the confusion Arjuna exhibited in his inability to act: the transitory—this life here and now and all one might think is real and precious—with what is real: the permanent. We confuse our immediate life—our thoughts, pleasures, anguish, what we have, what we want, everything—with the true reality of the universe. It is the source of the next four.

	Second, we are stuck in asmita, “consciousness of I,” where one’s vrittis run into their chittas and they identify with it: “I am healthy. I am a failure. I am strong. I am this. I am that  . . . ”

	Third, with sukha anushyi ragah, “delight, connection, attachment,” we are drawn to pleasures of sweet affection and do what we can to renew it, adding additional layers of confusion about the truth of existence, often with the aid of unhealthy and addictive behaviors, whether they be to food, sex, or something else.

	Fourth, there’s what might seem the opposite, dvesah, “repulsion,” where we avert displeasure, dwelling in fantasy, blaming others for our difficulties, habitually starting our sentences with “no,” losing ourselves in self-disparaging spirals.

	Fifth, like every life form, we gravitate toward living and fear dying, abhinivesah, “fear of not living,” and with it, fear in nearly everything: waking, sleeping, connecting, changing, and everything from the mundane to the ethereal.



To transcend these inherent mental disturbances and impulses, one must first recognize them as the cause of their suffering, and while meditation might help in both seeing and resolving them, they can lie dormant, latent, and so deeply impressed that the direct contemplation prescribed in samadhi pada is unrealistic or unsuccessful. The more practical path of action is given as a sequence of actions—ashtanga, “consisting of eight parts,” often presented as the “limbs” of yoga: yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dhāranā, dhyana, and samadhi.20 Here we look closely at yama and niyama and only briefly introduce the other parts, which are explored in detail later in this chapter and in subsequent chapters, where they are the main topic.

Yama

Meaning “the act of checking,” “suppression,” or “any great moral rule” in earlier yoga sources, in the Yoga Sutra, yama refers to five principles of moral and ethical “self-restraint” for attaining mental concentration, the weakness or absence of which disturb concentration. Were these aspects of human relationship universally manifest, there would be no need to state them as principles. Professional organizations and many yoga studios have related rules or behavioral standards, which are ineffectual if one is lacking an internal locus of ethical living. The comments given on each here regard teaching yoga, which is a social practice and therefore one with inherent ethical elements, and we revisit each principle at various places throughout this book.21


	Ahimsa: nonviolence. How one teaches yoga can cause physical or emotional harm. This principle is a call to continuously develop the knowledge, skills, and ethical sensibilities for guiding students in ways that, first, do no harm, and help prevent harm.22

	Satya: truth. Being honest with ourselves and others, including knowing and expressing the limitations of our experience, knowledge, and skills, is inherently important and a foundation of ahimsa.

	Asteya: not stealing. If one knows that stealing is wrong yet steals, they are likely to experience cognitive dissonance, a mental disturbance. Freeing oneself from the desire to have something that one has not earned or paid for can ease one’s mental state. There are many ways teachers can explore and express this principle in their teaching and living.

	Brahmacharya: chastity. The original and literal definition in the Atharva Veda is “a state of continence and chastity,” in contrast to the ambiguous modern idea, “right use of energy.” Regarding relations between teachers and students, it is wise to honor the literal definition. In personal practice, it is wise to reflect how one’s sexual relationships affect qualities of mind.

	Aparigraha: noncovetousness. This principle invites accepting what we presently have and not striving in harmful, untruthful, or obsessive ways to get something more. In yoga practice and teaching, it animates an attitude of patience in which steadiness and ease are more important than attaining some other goal, and celebrates living with generosity of spirit and action.








What If the Truth Hurts?

What if the truth hurts? In the Mahabharata, this seeming conundrum is carefully navigated: “Truth should be told when agreeable, should be said agreeably, and truth should not be said that does harm; however, never lie to give pleasure.”

Teaching Urdhva Dhanurasana (Upward Bow Pose, popularly called Wheel Pose), in an intermediate class, a student named Christina, age thirty-one, with unstable shoulders that have very limited range of motion, recent complaints of lower back pain, and a go-for-it attitude, is struggling to straighten her arms. There is no evidence of sthira or sukham, steadiness and ease. She presents herself as a strong student and seems to have an attitude of accomplished practice. Telling her my sense of the truth—I think she is more likely to get injured going into the pose—is almost certain to offend her sense of self or hurt her feelings. I approach her in a different way. Asking her to sit down for a moment, I ask her if I can help her prepare to do the pose in a stabler and easier way as part of her “advancing practice.” She likes the idea. We look closely at her strengths and limitations in setting up for the asana. I show her several preparatory stretches, prop supports, and energetic actions that I think will lead her into a happier, more graceful, and ultimately fuller expression of the pose, offering her a different path. She smiles and gets to back to her practice.






Niyama

We again have a term that is subject to various interpretations that are typically a reflection of the interpreter’s overall views. The prefix, ni, is variously interpreted in relation to yama, sometimes given as the same as yama (self-restraint), or “next to,” “within,” or “down,” the latter implying subordinate to yama. We find niyama extensively in the Mahabharata, where it refers to behavior that is disciplined, self-governed, steady, constant, quiet, concentrated on, regular, or invariable. Regardless, the niyamas are personal observances and practices, a means of well-being that brings our attention from relationships with others to the intimacy of our relationship with ourselves, even as their practice can refine and deepen yama and other yoga practices. Living the niyamas leads to deeper authenticity in our lives and teaching practices. While there are ten or more discussed in various earlier sources, especially in Buddhist literature, the Yoga Sutra gives five:


	Saucha: purity. In one (dualist and fundamentalist Hindu) view, in which the body is naturally impure, mental purity generates “disgust” for the body, thereby reinforcing the avoidance of contact with others. In another (nondual and not Hindu) view, purity motivates treating the bodymind well, ridding it of impurities, honoring contact with others, and avoiding people and things that are toxic.

	Santosa: contentment. From a place of purity, we become humbler and content in the modesty of how things are, as well as with the past and our sense of the future. Santosa opens us to happiness with who we are and what we presently have. When we recognize and accept that life is a continuous opportunity for learning and waking up, we are more inclined to self-acceptance in the present moment, even as we move forward with conscious intention. Being content with your students and classes just as they are liberates you from expectations and helps to make you the best teacher you can be, even as you continue in your practice and development.

	Tapas: austerity—being as present as we can to our contentment without apathy or self-satisfaction involves disciplined commitment. This is tapas, literally “warmth” or “heat,” the burning fire of practice that manifests in focused energy, forging our character, opening us more and more to our true nature. This burning fire of enthusiasm allows us to treat every experience as a tool for conscious awareness and actions in life. Tapas helps us to direct our awareness toward our innermost truth and intentions, being attentive to how we are in every aspect of our lives.

	Svadhyaya: self-study. Such study is said to be in relation to one’s chosen deity, using related sacred texts and benediction. In the Vedas we get “according to one’s habit or pleasure,” also mention of “own place,” “ease,” and “comfort,” which might be closer to the root word, svadha, “of Nature or the material universe” (Monier-Williams 1899, 1278). It involves intentional self-awareness in all we think, feel, and do, always coming anew to our sense of truth. Here we cultivate a more authentic way of being in the world, as human beings and as teachers.

	Ishvara-pranidhana. Here I forgo even loose translation of ishvara-pranidhana because “it is unlikely there will ever be a final word on what Patanjali meant,” even as many writers and commentators insist upon defining ishvara, whether as “God,” “Krishna,” “universal spirit,” or something else, such as “a power greater than you.”23 Pranidhana means “fixing upon,” “profound meditation.” In the complete sutra (II.45), we also get samadhi, the eighth and final part of ashtanga, discussed later in this section. For some this is surrender to God, to a sense of the divine; to others, feeling oneself as an expression of the whole of the natural universe. When grounded in a sense of being that is greater than the individual self, our raison d’être is clearer, and so is our teaching.



Asana

Asana is perhaps the most familiar Sanskrit term in the modern world of postural yoga, yet it is found in just three of Patanjali’s 195 aphorisms, starting at sutra II.46: sthira sukham asanam. Each of the three words deserves full appreciation, as does the complete sutra. Sthira means “firm,” “still,” “lasting,” “motionless,” or “calm,” among many other similar meanings, in the Rig Veda, Mahabharata, Katha Upanishad, and other early sources. Sukham, influenced by su, “good,” “right,” “virtuous,” leads to the root word sukh, “to make happy,” “please,” “delight,” “comfort.” Asana means “sitting,” “sitting down,” “sitting in a peculiar posture according to the custom of devotees,” but also “to be present,” “to exist,” “to inhabit” [emphasis added]. Clearly, a writer has options in choosing which meanings to give or emphasize, often adding terms that are not in the dictionary definitions or etymological roots. For example, B. K. S. Iyengar gives us “perfect firmness of the body, steadiness of intelligence and benevolence of spirit” (2002, 157), while Bernard Bouanchaud writes “the posture is firm and soft” (1999, 130).

Appreciating asana in the context of the Yoga Sutra’s primary objective of calming or stilling the fluctuations of the mind, and in this chapter of the Yoga Sutra specifically on practice, we first affirm that Patanjali is addressing yoga as the calming of the mind through
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A Teacher’s Palette of Styles
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