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			For my mother, whose creative and impassioned writing style taught me about the beauty of words. 
And to my eldest brother Conrad, who introduced me to yoga.
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			Insight Yoga

		

	
		
			1

			What Is Yoga?

			YOGA CAN BE UNDERSTOOD as a set of behaviors that develops a holistic experience of the body, heart, and mind. It is a process of fully inhabiting ourselves and our life in a radically engaging and inquisitive way. Through this training we develop a healthy capacity to literally take up residence in our bodies and minds, which can then lead us into simple presence. Presence is a quality of being that is open and aware. This body-mind presence serves as the ground for compassion and wisdom to emerge within us.

			Although there are many branches of yoga, the philosophy can be defined as a joining or yoking (the translation of yoga) of the many seemingly opposing layers of our being—mind and body, inner with outer, activity with receptivity, subject with object—the result of which is a nondual or inclusive state of mind in which we are able to experience the challenging dualities of life without falling into dualism. Dualism is a state of mind in which we sever a piece of experience from the integral whole and subsequently see it as independent and separate.

			The fruition of a committed yoga practice is the capacity to deeply relax the inner struggle with life’s paradoxes. Someone who is steeped in yoga is better able to tolerate the extremes of heat or cold, agility or immobility, sadness or joy, free from psychological confusion, resistance, or struggle. A yoga practitioner learns to question the assumption that we are separate from what we experience and must therefore strive to accumulate and hold on to that which is pleasant and comforting, while seeking to avoid and rid ourselves of that which is unpleasant, difficult, or threatening.

			The path of yoga, although diverse, is a set of practices that moves us out of comfort zones in our bodies and minds, engendering the possibility of broadening our capacity for connection and inclusion. This process becomes possible by learning to dwell inside our bodies and minds with kind yet keen observance coupled with intimate participation. We learn to be fully engaged in feeling our bodies and mental states in various poses and contemplations, as well as to observe how we are responding to our moment-to-moment experience as it unfolds. A yoga practice is therefore an in-depth training in participatory observation and enhancement of the body, heart, and mind.

			In body-centered yoga practices, we move our body into poses (asanas) that shape our bones and tissues into certain patterns. This helps properly move the inner animating force or energy body, aiding our natural vitality. The idea in yoga is that there is a whole universe of experience occurring in the unseen realm of existence, which is constantly influencing us. Because we cannot reach out and literally touch this aspect of life, we are often unaware of its existence, or our saturation in it. This energetic dimension, often called prana by the Indians or chi by the Chinese, animates all life.

			The reason it is essential to learn about and direct this vital energy within us is because its quality and mobility through our bodies immediately impacts how we feel physically, emotionally, and mentally. Therefore, strengthening the energy body and enhancing its mobility enhances not only our health, but also our potential for deeper states of mind. For this to occur, we need to carve out regular times to practice yoga and meditation. In addition to going to classes, developing a home practice teaches us how to maintain our own interest in self-discovery. This private time spent going inward begins to ignite an attitude of inner investigation throughout our day. We start to see that yoga can be an inward journey of body-mind sensitivity during both our so-called practice time and our time spent everywhere else. It is at this point that yoga is no longer relegated to an activity we do while wearing certain clothes at the yoga center or gym, but instead becomes a living vehicle for embodied wholeness, a potent path of transformation.

			Yoga as a Path of Self-Transformation

			The classical term for “path” is marga in Sanskrit. In Buddhist texts it refers to the way or path pointed out by the Buddha that leads to a life of awareness and an escape from the misery of a deluded existence. If we think of “home” as a state of mind free from a life wrought with despair and disconnection, then a “path” leads us home.

			A path can be thought of in many ways. Buddhist scholar Stephen Batchelor often points out that it is both a noun and a verb, simultaneously meaning a clearing that allows free movement and that movement itself (as in to “path” along the clearing). As Tenzin Palmo relates in her teachings about Tibetan Buddhism, a path can also be thought of as the winding ascension up a steep mountain. As we first ascend, the climb feels steep and unforgiving; our naive enthusiasm easily wears thin and we often look for a reason to abandon our commitment altogether. We may feel unsure if we are even on the right road, wondering if we have what it takes to make the journey. And then, suddenly, we round a corner and get an unexpected glimpse of the summit. The goal is still far away, but we now know this road will lead us there.

			As we “path” on our journey in search of true liberation, the clouds of forgetfulness may shroud our motivation. Still, we continue to persevere, moving along on the wings of faith that our brief glimpses of insight have given us. It is at this point that we move from an ordinary life with some yoga thrown in for health benefits to a sincere commitment to live an authentic life devoted to remaining inside awareness, whatever obstacles we may encounter. This can be thought of as a commitment to living our lives in a nonresistant flow with ourselves and the world around us. It is at this point that our “pathing” becomes yoga.

			But we don’t always know where to start on the path. How do we move from taking a few yoga classes once in a while to living lives dedicated to awareness? In both Tibetan and Indian yoga we must engage in three levels of development in order to inhabit a true spiritual path. The first step engages the intellect. We must educate ourselves about self-exploration through the teachings of others, whether we hear these teachings directly (which is preferable), read about them, or both. The second step engages the mind and heart. We contemplate what we have learned, wrestling with the material by ruminating over it, continually reflecting on what makes sense to us and what provokes questions. We need to at least understand the basic tenets of a path and be intrigued by the questions it raises before we can go to the next phase. The third and final step requires a commitment of our whole being. We must sincerely take up the practices themselves, with clear understanding of their purpose, methods, and potential short- and long-term effects. An ancient yogic adage from the Upanishads sheds some light on this process: “Understanding without practice is better than practice without understanding. Understanding with practice is better than understanding without practice. Resting in our authentic nature is better than any understanding or practice.”

			For all three levels to be navigated skillfully, we need to spend time with teachers. Books, while not substitutes for face-to-face experience, can be used as complementary reinforcement to help us stay on track. Finding an appropriate teacher whose language and methods are in sync with our constitution and level of development is a crucial initial stage on our path. Whether we find teachers through reading their books, hearing about them from friends, or shopping around at the local yoga and/or Buddhist center, we must eventually commit ourselves to thoroughly investigating what a particular teacher has to offer and be willing to apply his or her teachings in our own practice.

			Teachers can act as invaluable guides to our own path by teaching us new ways of thinking, behaving, and being. They encourage honesty, integrity, and inquiry, while helping us deal skillfully with the obstacles we encounter, such as our inevitable physical limitations, negative emotional afflictions, and mental distortions. Teachers help us navigate stormy seas when we might easily drown on our own, and they encourage us to stay with our practice when we might otherwise give up or become distracted by and attached to accomplishments along the way. The teachers with whom we choose to spend time do not need to be fully enlightened; they just need to be a few steps ahead of us regarding the aspects of the path we are learning from them. Although we may need to abandon certain teachers and adopt others along our journey, our teachers will continue to act as our spiritual friends and mentors, helping us to deepen our capacity to listen to our own essential nature.

			Yogic Cosmology

			Both Indian and Chinese yogis suggest that all manifest reality stems from an unseen universal force of infinite expansiveness that is without beginning or end, a singular pulsation or unmoving center from which all action springs. It is thought of as the sum total of the universe and beyond, and it literally refers to the power behind all form. This primordial principle is referred to as Brahman by Hindus, the Tao by Taoists, and Sunyata by Buddhists. Each tradition describes this ineffable concept in unique ways, but all three agree (more or less) that the dimension of infinite energy is the genesis of creation itself and is often expressed as being seated in the human heart.

			Yogic cosmology describes existence as a display of three “worlds” emanating out from the infinite expanse, or universal force. The coarsest and most obvious is the physical reality of form. It consists of everything we can know through our sense organs, including the earth and all its formations, as well as our body with its fluids and bones, tissues, organs, muscles, and skin. This manifold dimension’s underlying characteristic is change, as all things that come into being continually go through multiple metamorphoses and then ultimately dissolve. It is called the annamaya kosha (kosha means “sheath” or “layer”) and refers to our form body.

			The second level of existence is our personal intermediary between the universal formless reality and our intimate experience on the physical level. This is the pranic body, which exists in a subtle, formless dimension but has a direct impact on form. It is experienced through subtle feeling (best described as an energetic, felt sense), intuition, imagination, and visualization. It is the realm of energy and cannot be understood through concrete methods of reasoning; it can only be known through direct experience. It is a kind of mental double of the physical world explored for thousands of years by inner seekers from all the wisdom traditions. This is the domain of the subtle body, sometimes called the psyche or soul, which is dependent on the physical system for the input of experience. It acts as a mediator between the physical world and the more formless abstract levels of our being. All manifest existence has this subtle double, but it is humans with our more advanced brains who can be aware of while simultaneously dwelling within this subtle body.

			Developing an understanding of this energetic dimension frees us from being solely identified with the mercurial physical dimension. As we develop an awareness of the subtle body, we may start to loosen our fear-based attachment to our physical experience and begin to recognize our true estate, our essential, unbound nature. This subtle body sheath is described as having three refined layers called the pranamaya kosha (energy body), manomaya kosha (mind sheath) and vijnanamaya kosha (consciousness).

			The third dimension is even more elusive than the subtle body. It is free of form, color, and gender, and it is called the anandamaya kosha, or causal body; it is a dimension of pure potential energy, the innermost source of our existence, often called the spirit. It is not quantifiable in any meaningful way but acts as a precursor to all subtle and physical form. It is a functional blueprint of all possibility. The healing modalities of Indian Ayurveda, Tibetan medicine, and Taoist Chinese medicine all stem from an understanding that our human existence unfolds within these three dimensions.

			Typically we are unaware when we begin a yoga practice that we have vast reservoirs of energy and aliveness lying dormant within us. We often assume our bodies should function well without much caring attention or proper fuel. Through a skillful yoga practice coupled with a healthy diet, we can become much healthier. Initially we will notice positive changes just by moving our body in ways we never used to, and eventually change occurs because we become more attuned to our breathing, energy rhythms, mind states, and innermost potential.

			As we develop a yoga practice involving postures, breath work, and meditation, understanding some principles of Taoism and Chinese medicine can help deepen our relationship with ourselves in our daily practice. My personal experience on the yogic path became much more meaningful as I began to understand the intersection between yoga, Chinese medicine, and Buddhism.

		

	
		
			2

			My Personal Journey

			I HAVE PRACTICED YOGA now for more than twenty years, and my love for the practice has only grown stronger with each footprint I’ve made on the path. My interest began as a young adult, when I would ruminate over what constituted a meaningful life. I began feeding my hunger for meaning intellectually, reading everything from William Butler Yeats to Carl Jung, Carlos Casteneda to Ken Wilber, and Suzuki Roshi to Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche.

			Even though I was unclear about what I wanted to be when I grew up, I decided I would get a graduate degree in transpersonal psychology in order to unite my interest in Western-based psychotherapeutic understanding with the Eastern meditative traditions I was reading about. A year into the program, I concluded it was time to actually do something with my body, heart, and mind. I could no longer simply read and write papers about it. I was ready to begin a regular spiritual practice and knew I wanted one that both delved into the body and trained the mind.

			It was the mideighties, and I was living in Los Angeles, where yoga popularity was just beginning to blossom. On my first day at the yoga center, I was delighted that the class was small; there were only two other people, one of whom was my husband, Ty. We had already been living together for several years and loved reading aloud from many esoteric books on the nature of reality, but we had not met any teachers or been to classes yet. Since we had both been pretty athletic all of our lives, we naively assumed this new commitment to body-mind training would come naturally and be easy for us.

			I had no idea how basic and unsophisticated my awareness was until I was given gentle but precise hands-on adjustments and cues for every pose I attempted. I was astonished to find it was overwhelmingly rigorous work for my body, while my mental attention strained to keep up. Even though I felt stimulated by the challenge, I remember vowing never to return. I impatiently assumed that the only recourse was to find another system to study. Thankfully I stayed until the end, when we were given a just reward: nap time.

			With an angelic voice, the teacher guided us into a state of deep relaxation in which my humiliation, sweat, and tears were soothingly melted into an unfamiliar shift in consciousness. It was while lying in the restful pose called Corpse Pose (Savasana), that I had a short but life-changing glimpse of what being vibrantly alive really meant. I recognized it as a deeply quiet absence of longing. The usual self-centered needs and wants that chronically motivated my inner world were temporarily in abeyance. I felt deeply at ease and yet fully awake for the first time.

			Of course, this was merely a temporary release of me-ness. Soon after class, my familiar inner chatter reinstated its dominance over the innocence of inner quietude, but that was okay. I didn’t expect it to be otherwise and was simply thankful for the gift. This brief plunge into tranquillity had drenched me to the core. I now knew it was possible to feel fully content and undivided within myself. I sensed that a regular yoga practice could be an invaluable tool for radically opening my body and mind, for helping me see my habits of conditioning, and for preparing the ground for true understanding and insight.

			Becoming a Yoga Student

			Over the next few years, my devotion to yoga as a transformative vehicle caused me to seek out dedicated teachers from a number of backgrounds. I was interested in finding various tools to assist me on my journey. I soon discovered that I needed to dedicate myself to a certain teaching style in order to fully integrate these new principles and practices into my life. I also recognized that there were many disciplines to choose from, and if I was going to devote myself to a sincere practice, I would have to find the teachings that were appropriate for my constitution and disposition. This was initially a daunting task.

			I discovered that no one path fully addressed my many interests. Some were intensely focused on body attunement, which I now loved, but did not seem to address the heart and mental attitude. Others were directed toward training and taming the mind, but seemed to ignore harmonizing and inhabiting the body. I began to recognize that I might need to draw from a number of styles and lineages to feel nourished on many levels.

			When I began practicing yoga postures regularly, I gravitated toward the physical practices of Ashtanga and Iyengar yoga, but I occasionally enjoyed a Yin practice as well. Having begun these disciplines while still quite young, I came to them with the lethal combination of a bendy back mixed with unbridled enthusiasm to try new things. One morning, a senior yoga teacher instructed us to come into Headstand (Sirsasana) as the first pose. She suggested we then drop over into a backbend, after which we could just kick ourselves back up to Headstand (Sirsasana) and then come down. No preliminary warm-up was offered. “Just do it” was her motto. The first time was fun and easy for me. She suggested we keep going. The second time, as I lifted off the floor from the backbend, hoping to come up easily to Headstand (Sirsasana), I heard an inner crack and felt a searing twinge in my lower lumbar region. I was crestfallen.

			Being new to yoga and flexible in my lower back, I was unaware of how to move through the center of my body. I was prone to just whipping my agile spine around. I had caused a vertebral subluxation, or spinal misalignment, which causes interference in the nerve pathways, impeding the transmission of vital information between the cells and the brain. It was a long road to recovery, with many lessons learned in the process. I discovered chiropractors and acupuncturists and found that I needed to build core body strength. I learned the therapeutic style of yoga with Gary Kraftsow and T. K. V. Desikachar, which sent me in another valuable direction. Regrettably I had lost my capacity for advanced backbends, but I was soon able to resume my strong practice without pain.

			My back injury inspired me to deepen my investigation of the less popular style of practice called Yin yoga with Paul Grilley. (Yin yoga is a system of long-held, passive floor poses that are similar to but not exactly like restorative postures.) Paul’s style at that time was quiet and focused inward. He would come into a pose and we would all follow suit, remaining inward-focused, silent, and motionless until he moved to the next shape, the signal that we could as well. After a few months of this, I began to notice how my lower back seemed to be growing healthier and more comfortable each day. My active flow practice was continuing to develop a core stability in my abdominal and lower back muscles, while the Yin practice seemed to be stimulating the circulation of chi (life force energy) into my deepest spinal region, helping regenerate the fluid content in the joints while increasing the health of my spine.

			I loved how I felt after each Yin session, which made me interested in learning more about how these long-held yoga postures influenced not only my flexibility, but my overall health and mental well-being. I had learned about the energy body in yoga but found that by adding some understanding about meridians (the term used in Chinese medicine for energy pathways) and organ health, I could broaden and deepen my ability to personalize my practice. It was like having two transparent maps that could be overlaid, providing a much clearer and more distinct picture of my whole inner terrain. When I learned that the balance of the meridian system affects the integrity within and between the body and mind, I became motivated to practice “yin-style” poses not only to increase my physical agility, but to stabilize and replenish my energetic vitality and mental clarity as well.

			Although I felt healthier when I practiced regularly, I did not know how specific poses created specific changes. I did not know, for instance, why my often-sensitive, red eyes would clear after doing a seated, wide-leg forward bend. I did not know then that the Liver meridian runs along the inner legs and is connected to the health of the eyes. I just knew I felt better and that was enough—for a while.

			Integrating Chinese Medicine with Yoga

			As I began to study more about Chinese medicine and some of the basics of Taoism, my yoga practice was enhanced and became more skillful. It was like learning to be my own personal acupuncturist—only without the needles. I learned about the twelve specific meridians that my practice could affect in beneficial ways and how each organ has many energetic components that affect us physically, emotionally, and mentally. I began sequencing my daily practice according to what needed attention. For instance, as I learned about the symptoms of kidney chi disharmonies, I recognized my own imbalances right away. When the kidney chi is not balanced, we may experience lower back pain, poor circulation in the lower body, or unhealthy reproductive organs.

			My back problem was my first clue that I had kidney chi issues, as well as itchiness in my legs from poor circulation whenever I would go for a run, and I’ve had an ovarian cyst. The deeper I delved into meridian concepts, the more enthusiastic I became about appropriately personalizing my yoga practice. For this reason, I have included in this book the pertinent details about meridian health that I feel can help everyone become more sensitive and skillful in their yoga practice.

			You don’t have to be a practicing Taoist or an acupuncturist to benefit from the ancient wisdom that the Chinese yogis have accumulated. Just as my brother-in-law, who is a double black belt in tae kwon do, loves how yoga complements his practice, I think yoga practitioners can benefit from understanding relevant aspects of Chinese medicine.

			I have become a much healthier person as a result of yoga and holistic therapies, but I am still amazed at how my overall immune system and vitality have changed since I began including Yin yoga in my daily practice. I am so thankful that I now know how to give myself a daily dose of chi balancing. This has diminished the excessive attention (many sessions of acupuncture and chiropractic) my body once needed, allowing me to turn my focus more toward opening and freeing my heart and mind.

			Integrating Buddhism with Yoga

			During my first ten years of practicing yoga, I was still very unaware and restless. I told myself I was practicing to uncover an alert and spacious yogic heart/mind, but I was really motivated by a desire to feel good physically. I had no understanding of how to train my mind. Not only was my yoga practice affected by this lack of mind training, but my fickle and distracted mind was the source of much of my anguish.

			One day, as I found myself looking for yet another book about meditation, I came across a sign in the bookstore that changed my life. On a table was a slogan written in beautiful calligraphy that practically yelled at me, “Meditation, the only way in and the only way out!” I felt as if someone had slapped me. It was time to stop distracting myself with books about meditation and actually take up the practice itself.

			Since there were no meditation classes at the yoga studios I was going to (curious thing), I decided to look for a Buddhist group. I had read that unlike most yoga classes, they did not just espouse the benefits of meditation, they actually practiced it, often for seemingly grotesque amounts of time. After about a year of going to weekly Vipassana meditation classes, I felt it was time to really commit. I naively plunged into a ten-day meditation retreat, sitting for more than ten hours a day. I falsely assumed that my ten years of dedicated yoga practice would give me an advantage over others without such a background. Needless to say, it was the greatest challenge of my life to that point, not only for my highly distracted and irritable mind (that much I expected), but for my body as well.

			After twenty minutes of trying to sit absolutely still with my legs crossed on a meditation cushion I was in excruciating pain, just as anyone would be. For the first few days I felt imprisoned in my own physical agony and often chastised myself for attending. This dramatic reaction harkened back to my initial distaste for yoga, so I convinced myself that I had better stay the course and give it a chance.

			Surprisingly, as the days wore on, I began to notice an increased ability to be with the pains I was feeling (everywhere in my body) without having to move. Even though I was used to holding Yin poses for several minutes, I had never sat this still for hours on end. This capacity for greater and greater physical tolerance, as well as the mental clarity I experienced, had a profound effect on me. As the retreat drew to a close, I felt uncharacteristically open, vulnerable, and grounded inside myself in a way I never had before. I left feeling committed to allowing time each day for meditation in my practice.

			After the retreat, I reflected on the Yin practice and how emotionally tense I felt when physical sensations were really strong, especially since I had no tools for how to deal with the pain in my body or the distractions in my mind. Now that I knew how to meditate, I anticipated that my Yin practice would be a place to improve my meditation skills, while my meditation practice would enhance my capacity to stay with my experience in Yin postures.

			It was during this time that I started going to a meditation group at the Berkeley Buddhist Monastery once a week. In each session, a talk was given detailing some aspect of the Buddhist path, followed by an hour of sitting practice. After a few weeks, I decided to place myself in the back of the room, out of everyone’s view, so I could do some long-held Yin poses while listening to the discourse. I was amazed at how different I felt as a result. Not only was my meditation posture much more comfortable after a few Yin postures than it had ever been, but I discovered that my attention was infinitely more connected to the rhythm of the lecture when I was simultaneously feeling into my body. I felt as though I was receiving the talk not only through the intellectual door of my mind, but also through the pores and cells of my body.

			After many weeks, I realized that the dharma talks were seeping into me in a deeply alchemical way. Although I could not remember all I had heard, I was finding an immediacy of application as I attempted to put the teachings into practice then and there in my bodily experience. The Yin poses inevitably triggered emotional and physical challenges, so I began to relate to the strong sensations and my reactions to them with less resistance and more willingness to feel. Since the Yin style of yoga offers an opportunity to cultivate a nondefensive attitude toward sensations, I have found this particular style to be a perfect training ground for learning the Buddhist principles of mindfulness.

			As my daily practice expanded to include contemplative aspects, I reflected on the fact that my previous yoga practice had been motivated by a constant desire to change myself. Although this seemed like a healthy interest (and, of course, is in many ways), I began to realize that I was so busy altering the landscape that I often failed to pause and enjoy the view. I was unable to simply value my body (or my life, for that matter) in its current condition, just as it was.

			I now see the fundamental necessity of including both Yin and Yang perspectives and practices to reach true maturity. We need time to relax into ourselves unconditionally just as much as we need to nurture and master new abilities. If we are always intent on improving ourselves, we mask and feed our inner demons of self-loathing and unworthiness. As many Buddhist psychologists proclaim, most people conceal a constrictive array of psychological wounds that they are constantly attempting to avoid or manage, which prevents them from ever feeling deeply at ease inside. Even highly functional and seemingly imperturbable adults are often in desperate need of being seen for who they really are, regardless of their accomplishments.

			Drawing from philosopher Ken Wilber’s concepts about the contrasting importance of both mother love and father love, I see the Yin practices as developing our inner mother love and the Yang practices as fostering healthy father love. Mother love is connected with beingness; father love is aligned with evolution. Mother love lets us value ourselves and others just as we are, whereas father love knows there is always more to learn and room for change. Mother love promotes willing acceptance, while father love develops inspiration toward improvement. A skillful yoga practice can allow both sides of our nature to be inhabited, the receptive, allowing side (yin) and the dynamic, engaging qualities (yang). Ultimately we need both in healthy doses to grow into sane and functional adults who are able to experience authentic intimacy with ourselves and others. When we have divorced these essential attributes, it is like hopping around on one foot—we are easily thrown off balance by the slightest challenge.

			The shadow side of imbalanced mother love, or yin excess, expresses itself in our behavior as a collapse of motivation, chronic complacency, feelings of victimization, or apathetic disconnect. This is exemplified in an overly passive woman who cannot take care of herself. On the other hand, an overabundance of father love, or yang influences, encourages restless dissatisfaction and judgmental perfectionism, which pave the road toward intolerant fanaticism. Wherever there is an absence of the feminine yin principle, we see the body—and by extension, the earth—treated as an object, tender emotions denied, and all fragile and vulnerable sides of life aggressively undermined. Yin without yang causes ineptitude, whereas yang without yin can range from cold insensitivity to outright abuse.

			Since many of our daily activities are improvement based and yang oriented, our yoga and meditation practices need to have a strong yin element for us to heal this culturally ingrained imbalance. As Buddhist psychiatrist Mark Epstein suggests, the meditative mood is analogous with “an optimal parenting stance,” a nonthreatening holding environment that is neither invasive (overly yang) nor abandoning (overly yin).

			After many years of integrating my studies in transpersonal psychology, my love of many styles of yoga, and the practices and insights of Buddhism, I now see how each lineage is a transparent map, which when placed on top of the others, widens my ability to chart a course through my inner labyrinth. The various traditions act as guides rather than absolute authorities. In this book, I share my investigation of the synthesis of these spiritual disciplines. I recommend that you read through the whole book first, as this will give you a deeper understanding of how yoga and mindfulness complement each other, after which you can begin the practice sessions of Yin/Yang yoga and mindfulness meditation. My hope is that this book will encourage you to go beyond mere intellectual understanding and that through a commitment to daily inquiry and practice you will discover your inner refuge, the dwelling place of true freedom.
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			Meridian Theory

			FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS, yoga and Chinese medicine have postulated the belief that physical existence is animated by a dynamic energy system that, although unseen, is nonetheless the source or essence of all manifestation. This primordial energy, or chi, is the vital force in all life and is the foundation of all vitality. It is inseparable from movement and change, and it is thought to be what causes the planets to rotate, our brains to think, and our hearts to beat. Not a single blink of the eye or memory in the mind occurs without chi underlying it.

			The ancients suggest that this activating energy flows through the body in particular invisible pathways called meridians (Chinese system), or nadis (Indian system), like rivers of energy that create a comprehensive network that interconnects and encapsulates the tissues and organs in the human body. These meridians flow through all tissues and bones, moistening the joints and connecting the interior of the body with the exterior. The strength and flow of the meridian system is essential for the harmonious balance in our body and mind. Energy that is weak and lacks vibrancy is called deficient chi, while energy that flows in distorted patterns of movement is called stagnant chi. Healthy chi has the complementary qualities of stable strength and smooth mobility. Committing to a daily, balanced yoga practice is a vital way of enlivening both deficient and stagnant chi disorders (the precursors of all illness) that occur regularly in all of us.
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