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Praise for
 From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram

 
In this well-researched book, Deborah Charnes draws from a broad spectrum of experts for practical guidance on the full range of human experience. Everyone who wants to upgrade their mind, body and spirit—and to integrate all three into a cohesive, evolving whole—will find value in these pages.

—Philip Goldberg, author of American Veda, The Life of Yogananda, and Spiritual Practice for Crazy Times

I love the way Deborah Charnes brings ancient spiritual wisdom to help anyone who is facing a modern-day issue. Her soothing words help you reconnect and trust your inner knowing, which is a relief to all those seeking peace in this chaotic world. As a naturopathic doctor and psychotherapist, I know the importance of healing both your body and your mind. The wisdom in From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram nourishes the mental, physical and spiritual crevices of our human experience. Thank you for this heartwarming piece of work!

—Dr. Ameet Aggarwal, bestselling author of Heal Your Body, Cure Your Mind

Deborah Charnes shares a cornucopia of wisdom, carefully harvested through her keen observations of remarkable life experiences. As the life sciences advance, our appreciation and gratitude grow in recognition of the depth of knowledge of the ancients. The keys to the health of mind, body and spirit are graciously revealed within the pages of this valuable gift.

—Dr. Joseph Weiss, Clinical Professor of Medicine, UCSD

From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram is a transformative self-help book that takes readers on a journey of healing and self-discovery. Based on twelve life lessons from twelve teachers with twelve unconventional life paths dotted with challenges along the way, this book is a great addition to our yoga literature. I highly recommend it for yoga students, yoga teachers, yoga therapists, healthcare providers and scholars who are interested in the therapeutic and spiritual benefits of yoga and yoga therapy. You’ll find yourself coming back to the text time and again for deeper study and practice.

—Dr. Dilip Sarkar, FACS, DLitt (Yoga), former Associate Professor of Surgery and past president of the International Association of Yoga Therapists


With an upbeat, pithy style and entertaining turns of phrases, Deborah Charnes unearths sagacious advice nestled in true-life encounters with people who have penetrated the ordinary and transcended challenges to bring peace and wisdom into their lives. Their stories and the author’s insights show us how we can discover our own wisdom to make life more vibrant and meaningful. Every chapter includes easy, practical tips for holistic mind/body wellness.

—Pranada Comtois, award-winning author of Wise Love, Bhakti Shakti and Prema Kirtan

Worldwide, 41 percent of adults feel overly stressed on a daily basis, and stress aggravates or induces many disease states. From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram offers a wealth of no-cost proven tools to combat daily stressors. Best of all, they can be as enjoyable as singing, dancing and laughing out loud.

——Dr. Madan Kataria, founder of the Laughter Yoga Movement

Wisdom abounds, and the teacher (the guru) shows up in many ways and forms. I love all the different voices in this book, and how each one speaks the same truths to us in their own unique way. A joy to dip into and out of for inspiration!

——Mehtab Benton, originator of Gong Yoga and Gong Therapy

From my personal connection to several of the featured gurus, I can attest that Deborah Charnes has a remarkable and respectable group of wise masters. Their life lessons are critical building blocks to address so much of what’s plaguing us in modern society.

——Sridhar Silberfein, creator and executive producer of Bhakti Fest, Shakti Fest and Luna Sol Retreats

Deborah’s gentle, graceful approach allows for much comfort and joy on our journey to high-quality health.

——Kate Eckman, award-winning author of The Full Spirit Workout


From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram is one of those rare books soaked in truth and love that stays connected to science and has practical tips that can be adopted instantaneously. It is a true gem for anyone who is on a quest for healing.

——Dr. Venkat Srinivasan, Internal, Integrative and Mind/Body Medicine


In From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram, Deborah Charnes weaves her personal learnings of life with practical steps for us to make small changes in our own lives. Dense with wisdom, quotations from her teachers, scientific studies and inspiration, this book gives us short and simple examples of how we can tune in better to our mind, body and spirit. I love how Charnes demonstrates how we become who we are. Each person we meet can be a lever for our own growth and development, changing us for the better, so we can change the lives of others. Charnes exemplifies this. Enjoy this gem of a book. Ingest it in small bites so you can savor and experience the tiny lessons for transformation.

—Liz Lipski, PhD, CNS, author of Digestive Wellness


From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram is a true gem of a book that will leave you feeling inspired and empowered. Through her insightful writing, Deborah Charnes takes us on a journey to meet wise men and women from diverse backgrounds who have dedicated their lives to helping others find light in the dark spaces of life. Their teachings, combined with Charnes’s own practical tips, offer a roadmap for anyone looking to live a more fulfilling and easeful life.


What I particularly love about this book is its structure, which makes it easy to turn to whenever you need a boost of inspiration. Whether you’re seeking guidance on how to manage stress, be of greater service, or access more joy in your life, From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram has something for everyone. This book is truly a must-read, and its transformative teachings will undoubtedly have a lasting impact on your life.

—Dev Suroop Kaur, Director of Empowered Sound, a collective dedicated to freedom through the voice


Deborah Charnes is the real deal. Her writing is compelling, deep and engaging, but her capacity to distill the essence of the mind/body connection is what sets her work apart.

—Julie Carmen, actor and LMFT, C-IAYT


A steady spiritual practice is crucial to feed the spirit and overcome the lower natures. Deborah Charnes shares from her personal experiences and wisdom from teachers of various lineages, practical tips on how to build and sustain simple methods to feed our soul and calm the mind.

—Visvambhar Sheth, musician


Deborah Charnes recounts her personal story of dealing with chronic pain and finding yoga and yoga therapy in From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram. She shares inspiration from what she calls “unlikely gurus” in practical tips that can help the reader create their own toolbox of well-being practices.

—Alejandro Chaoul, director of The Jung Center’s Mind Body Spirit Institute and author of Tibetan Yoga for Health and Well-being
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Life Lessons from Unlikely Gurus

My childhood may have been happy, but it was not trouble-free. I suffered from chronic pain in my lower back and abdomen. My mom dragged me to a top orthopedic surgeon and a gastroenterologist to find answers to my multiple woes. The experts diagnosed my problems and then fortunately suggested lifestyle approaches to resolve them rather than medications or invasive interventions.

I’m thankful for those early pangs, cramping, x-rays, lab tests and even a visit to the emergency room. They led me to yoga and meditation long before mindfulness, vinyasa and hot yoga were buzzwords. Witnessing the incredible impact of simple techniques is why I later became a certified yoga therapist. I want as many people as possible to find relief for their physical and emotional afflictions through painless, inexpensive practices. That’s also the reason I wrote From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram.

In my yoga practice, there is a special prayer to honor those who share their wisdom. There were many wise souls who transformed my life from a corporate marketing executive to a holistic coach, and I feel a deep sense of gratitude for them all. Some are swamis. Others are doctors. Then, there are gurus masquerading as students, neighbors and everyday people. Regardless, they are all teachers who found simple solutions to turn their lives around. By reading about the lessons these teachers taught me and being mindful of applying the principles to your own life, you can find greater health and happiness.

I stumbled  across yoga therapy by accident—or providence. After forty years of yoga practice with five more as an instructor, I discovered a three-year yoga therapy training in an obscure location in central Florida.

Yoga therapy is not the same as yoga. It is so much more. The program I found combined my love for Ayurveda, traditional Chinese medicine, and Eastern philosophy while taking my knowledge of anatomy to another level.

Today, as a certified yoga therapist, I see myself as a cross between a physical therapist, a psychotherapist, a nutrition counselor, and a lifestyle coach. I have to know a little about everything, including when to refer clients to a primary care physician,  a  specialist or another  complementary medicine practitioner.

My journey did not take place in the fast lane. I spent fifty years exploring the world, searching for answers, uncovering simple secrets to physical, emotional and spiritual support. It was not always easy to turn my back on long-ingrained patterns. The older they were, the more I needed to play catch up. And yet, my happiest and healthiest days came after I qualified for AARP1 discounts.

No one should have to wait that long to find relief and healing. That is why I wrote this book. It is a collection of concrete tips for the mind, body and spirit that I gleaned from my teachers around the world.


 
By sharing the concepts I uncovered, I hope to spark your interest in well-being and your desire to escape the rigors of modern life.

From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram is not about total transformation or a bulldozing of your personality, belief system, or routine. Instead, these tips will help you find your true essence, accept yourself, and enhance your contentment. The approach in this book is to adopt comfortable habits that lead to a higher quality of physical, emotional and spiritual health.

Most of the suggestions you’ll read here represent yoga “off the mat.” It’s not about sitting cross-legged or doing headstands, but bringing the peace and awareness of yoga into your everyday life. They are appropriate for everyone, anytime, anywhere and on any budget regardless of your physical abilities or limitations. You don’t need to purchase any special attire, props or studio memberships. This is authentic yoga, a practice that has been whitewashed with the mass marketing of the ancient Eastern traditions and philosophy. Real yoga is about naturally finding and connecting peace of mind, body and spirit.


Big “G” Gurus and Small “g” gurus

Westerners often have a hard time wrapping their heads around the concept of a guru. American sacred music artist Adam Bauer clarified it to me this way:

There are a lot of different ways to think about the word “guru.” One definition is “that which dispels darkness,” and there are many levels at which people can come into our life and help us move from darkness toward light. If we are looking for someone to be a big “G” Guru—an infallible and perfect distillation of divinity with no faults or shadows in themselves—that is a very tall order, which is not often fulfilled in this world.

But there are many ways people can be small “g” gurus, or teachers, for us in one domain or another. We can learn from so many people and situations, even though very few people are perfect and most everyone is fallible.

In the end, I would say that one definition of the word “guru” is someone who can truly help us evolve, practically speaking, into better and more complete expressions of ourselves. And there are a lot of those people in the world, thank God.

One widely acclaimed guru, Swami Sivananda, explained in his hallmark book, Bliss Divine, first published in 1951, that all sages, saints, prophets and teachers had their own gurus. Acknowledging that Western culture is not as familiar with the concept, Sivananda said:

For a beginner in the spiritual path, a guru is necessary. To light a candle, you need a burning candle.2

I never found that one Guru. Fortunately, I found twelve small “g” gurus representing various religions, ethnicities, countries of origin, and professions.

As I introduce you to each of them, you’ll discover practical, life-altering lessons to help you achieve a balanced and healthy mind, body and spirit. Each chapter is based on my personal experience with my gurus as well as my research into their lives and teachings. And you’ll find their wisdom quoted throughout the chapters of this book.

My gurus are all teachers, even if they’ve never stood at the front of a classroom. They are all yogis, even if they’ve never touched a yoga mat. They all love life and their communities, and they all give 120 percent to share what they have learned. Given their commonalities, even though each chapter focuses on one life lesson and one guru, there are parallels between one chapter and another.

The wisdom of my gurus steers you to better sleep, diet, interpersonal relationships,  self-esteem,  weight and blood sugar regulation, digestion and response to stressors. Some adversities are thankfully eased along the way: pain, stress, anxiety, depression, cognitive decline and physical deterioration.

From the Boxing Ring to the Ashram provides options to inspire you to invest in yourself by taking a fresh approach to life. Pick a chapter that feels comfortable to work on now. Then come back and add another one later.

This book is divided into three parts.

•Part I:   Life Lessons for the Mind

•Part II:  Life Lessons for the Body

•Part III: Life Lessons for the Spirit

Part I explores the inner workings of the brain and offers tips to help quiet the mind. Part II shifts the attention to how we can better soothe and nourish our bodies, while Part III is the icing on the cake, with chapters that contain secrets for contentment and joyful living.

Each chapter within those parts is structured the same to make it simple for you to find what you’re looking for.

•I begin with a brief introduction of how I first met that chapter’s guru and what life lesson they taught me.

•Then I share a bit of their background with anecdotes from the guru and insights into their unique wisdom.

•I follow that up with further exploration of the life lesson they shared with me and how that applies to daily living.

•Next comes five quick tips and simple ideas from my guru that teach you how to begin implementing that wisdom into your life.

•Then I reveal a bit more of my experience with the topic. Since I like to understand the science behind why an approach is effective, I also share supporting studies I find interesting.

•Finally, I offer a suggestion or two for how to incorporate the guru’s wisdom into your own life.

Pick and choose which life lessons you want to work on whenever it is right for you.

Since research has proven that you need forty days to change a habit, I’ve created a tracker you can use to track your practice over time. You can download my forty-day challenge chart at deborahcharnes.com/tracker.

While it’s common to compartmentalize our issues and you may immediately be drawn to one chapter over another, I’ve found most of my clients need a holistic approach to addressing their emotional and physical concerns. In other words, your mind, body and spirit are all interrelated. So don’t neglect taking a well-rounded approach to your well-being. Instead, find the power to live your happiest and healthiest life in the pages ahead.

I am filled with gratitude for my gurus. I spent decades searching for blueprints for well-being. Legwork, homework and travel plus a little synchronicity brought me to the best teachers for my needs. I loved every minute of winnowing these simple solutions from my inspirational sources across the globe. While I highly recommend that route, you can take a shortcut with this book.

I would love for you to achieve happiness as the Dalai Lama sees it. “Happiness is not something ready-made. It comes from your own actions.” Choose those actions that bring happiness and buoy your spirit every day.
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The Brain Is Your Command Center

In our society, we tend to associate the brain with intelligence. “He’s brainy.” “She’s got a big brain.” Or “It’s brain fog.” Too often, we rule our lives with our mind. We give rationale and logic priority over feelings.

This is not surprising, since the brain is so complex. Many people are aware of the difference between right- and left-brain dominance. But it is much more intricate than there just being two hemispheres. It is more like a jigsaw puzzle. Each piece has a precise function and relationship with the other pieces it connects to and with the rest of our body.

At times, we can see the muscles and veins in our bodies. Outside a laboratory or hospital, we never see ligaments, nerves or the brain. Yet our intellect assures us they are all in their proper places under the surface. We take for granted the organ that differentiates us from primates and makes us each as unique as a snowflake.

Despite all my training in anatomy, as required of yoga therapists, I feel challenged when it comes to the complexities and intricate components of our master control center. We rely on our brains for reading, writing and math. We use our brains for decision-making and to create original works of art, poetry or music. Some of those mysterious parts protected by our skull rule and regulate our emotions. How we respond can make the difference between acceptance and jubilance or feelings of despair and thoughts of ending our lives.

Everyone understands the importance of eating healthy foods, whether or not they choose to. But few consider nourishing or exercising their brains. Just as we pour knowledge into ourselves, even before the time we can speak, there are ways to nurture and stimulate this organ. The three pounds of indispensable soft nervous tissue packed with eighty-six billion neurons has what seems like unlimited potential. But we need to take care of it.

Modern  science supports  mind over matter and the hypothesis that we can rewire our neural pathways. The no-longer-radical goal of reshaping the brain is not to help a student ace a test, but to enjoy longer, happier and healthier lives.

The life lessons in the first four chapters address the powerhouse of the brain and how its mechanisms can bring about temporary feelings of relaxation, rejuvenation and release while working behind the scenes on longer-term benefits.

While you can open the book to any chapter, sometimes it is best to start at the top—the mind.


 
Chapter 1: Mindfulness for Peace of Mind

Meditation is the thread onto which the rest of my life has been woven.

—Shane “Christopher” Perkins

Despite my enthusiasm for a healthy lifestyle, once I hit fifty, my body was rustier and my bones were cracklier. Type 2 diabetes, a stress-aggravated disorder, was rampant in my family. With a recent prediabetes diagnosis, statistics indicated I was more at risk every year. I set aside the time and money for yoga teacher training—not to teach yoga, but for the wisdom and discipline to fuel my lifelong practice and step up the physical and stress management payoffs from Eastern traditions.

Training programs for aspiring yoga teachers are bountiful. But I wanted authenticity, discovery, enlightenment and a life-changing experience. Yandara Yoga Institute fit the bill.

A major enticement was that Yandara had its own kirtan band playing sacred music3 most nights. Another draw was staying in Mexico, which I call my segunda patria (second homeland). I have family in Mexico City and attended college at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, the campus known for its ten-story windowless library decorated with a Juan O’Gorman mosaic masterpiece.

However, the clincher for me was reading the staff bios. I respected the yoga roots of Craig Perkins. He spent decades immersed in the Sivananda philosophy, Chinese yoga, Tibetan Buddhism, and tai chi.

Craig’s son, Shane “Christopher” Perkins, was raised in that world, but he forged an awe-inspiring story of his own. His exploration of “self” shepherded him from Canada to the United States, then to India and Mexico.

The younger Perkins was my lead coach at Yandara. I learned how to teach yoga, but Christopher opened my eyes to true life lessons in living, loving, self-awareness and sharing.

The ongoing mindfulness that I learned from him was the kick in the butt I needed to redirect my future. Two years later, I was ready to chuck the corporate grind. I didn’t retreat to a cave. However, I chose to redefine and rewrite my life and my career to fit with who I was at the core.

This chapter is a rare opportunity for people beyond the Yandara community to hear his kernels of wisdom. His incredible journey began as a kid who chiseled away at societal barriers to unlock an alternative pathway to love and contentment. At the end of the chapter, he offers ten techniques for a one-minute time-out to sprinkle into your daily routine.


The Teacher of Teachers: Christopher Perkins 

Christopher got a serious bolt from the blue when he was an infant.

My mother,  a talented,  loving,  yet deeply distraught new mother and wife, left the family when I was just six months old. But life goes on.



Admittedly, Christopher’s home life was atypical. Western families often emphasize educational advancement, competition, a white picket fence, color televisions, and Nintendos. This young boy grew up in a household and within a tight community where success was measured by love, happiness and a oneness with the Creator. Open-door homes he visited had vegetable gardens, prayer altars, meditation rooms, and set times of the day and night for quieting the mind and for spiritual reflection.

His father helped run a spiritual center in rural Virginia where an elderly wise man from India resided each summer. Christopher recalls:

This humble turban-wearing guru was seen as, and is still regarded to be, a modern-day saint. With just four years of life under my Spider-Man belt, I mustered the courage to ask the swami if I could meditate with him. I was nervous, but I like to think he could see the sincerity in my eyes.

The master agreed. So the prekindergartner, like a Tibetan monk in training, got his indoctrination into true meditation. Training began, with no potty breaks or snack time. The child, just like the grown-ups, learned to sit in silence for two hours at a time.

Unsurprisingly, Christopher was the only little one among a small group of adults who was granted a formal initiation. He took to his meditations with dedication and did not balk at giving up playtime with the other tiny tots. Those practices became the backbone for his personal growth.

When Christopher  was fourteen,  his father completed a cloistered meditation in the backwoods of West Virginia under the guidance of John P. Milton. An ecologist, spiritual leader, and meditation master, Milton was a proponent of vision quests.4

Christopher’s first encounter with Milton was indelible in his memory.

I remember the day I met John. It was warm, and the sky was dotted with white, puffy clouds.

My stepmother and I had just driven two hours to pick up my father. After a long and winding drive through the forest, we arrived at a primitive West Virginia cabin nestled deep in the forest. When the sounds of tires struggling against the ancient rocky terrain faded and the engine came to rest, I found myself embraced by an immense silence. I looked up and saw John sitting on the porch.

Think of  your favorite teddy bear becoming human, able to reassure you with just a twinkle in his eye. I didn’t know much about him, but I knew he was a special person—at least to my parents.

After a short, guided walk in the woods, we said our goodbyes. I’ll never forget what John said to me during that first bear hug. “Whenever you’re ready, we’ll work together.” It’s like he knew that in the future I would be ready. And I was.

When Christopher turned twenty, he became John Milton’s apprentice. His next few years are equally stirring and surreal, traveling through the wintry Himalayan mountains, sitting near-naked in a cave for extended periods.

He  feels  that decision was the single most  important moment in his life. He spent three years of intense training that makes a backwoods wilderness weekend look like a Disney vacation.

I was being taught to handle the answers to the most important questions. At the end of those three years, I had no more questions. I felt completeness, simple and free, saturated in a deep knowing and peace.

After living as an itinerant ascetic, Christopher had no marketable job skills, nor a place to live. As if it were providence, John told him about some rustically developed land he owned on the southern tip of the Baja peninsula in Mexico. The property could use a caretaker. Christopher spoke no Spanish and had never been to Mexico, but he felt guided to move to Baja. Along with his father and stepmother, they drove 1,000 miles south from San Diego to live off the desert land in the quaint but sleepy village of Todos Santos (which means “all saints”).

Living close to nature was the name of the game. We lived the way we wanted to, outside. We built and rented out thatched bungalows for some income and people noticed. It became a traveler destination, yogic hostel, and eventually an informal [center for] training.

More divine intervention followed. An early guest was one of the creators of the soon-to-be-launched Yoga Alliance, the world’s only yoga accrediting and certification organization. She felt the Perkinses’ style of training was what the yoga world needed: a place where people could immerse themselves in the precepts of yoga philosophy and live and learn the authentic, traditional yogic practices rather than it being a teacher training factory.



The Perkinses’ formal training offerings developed parallel to the establishment of the nonprofit Yoga Alliance. In 2002, Christopher and his parents launched Yandara as one of the earliest Yoga Alliance-accredited institutes in the world.

Four years later, the family bought pristine beachfront property almost fourteen miles from Todos Santos to house the growing Yandara Institute, its students, and staff.

Like an oasis, Yandara comes into view after hiking or riding up an unpaved road about a mile off the freeway. The closest hamlet is a fifteen-minute drive away, and Todos Santos is now a popular destination. There is no city for an hour in any direction.

The Perkinses’ four acres are off the grid, but Christopher’s older brother, Jon—who later left a successful career in Vancouver to join them—equipped the land with high-grade Wi-Fi, reliable solar power, and an uninterrupted supply of well water.

Palm trees surround the institute, along with stunning sunrises and sunsets, the scent of the ocean air, and the sounds of cowbells. Guest accommodations are comfortable glamping tents with beds and reading lights. The classroom spaces, bathrooms and kitchen are modernized thatched-roof buildings.

Christopher is the primary innovator and instructor at his home base in Mexico and satellite retreat sites in Sweden, Hawaii and Bali. Since the institute’s inception, more than four thousand individuals from around the world have graduated from Yandara’s primary or advanced yoga teacher training programs. Others visit for accredited workshops or retreats.

Alumni benefit from Christopher’s approach to meditation, which is neither formulaic, rigid nor one-dimensional. Rather, it is more attitudinal and lifestyle-oriented and may include walking on the beach or mountain gazing.




The Guru’s Wisdom: Commit to Inner Screen Time 

Christopher was one of the lucky ones to whom mindfulness was part of his normal routine as a young boy. His story is proof that kids can enjoy and benefit from meditation.

In my experience, [meditation] was not something I was ever told to do. But I was intrigued because of the loving presence of my teacher and the reality of early loss. Children are naturally closer to true meditation than many of us adult meditators may ever hope to be. I think many children would benefit from some inner screen time as well as experiencing more nature with good healthy exercise and diet.

Children are less intimidated by meditation because they are not judging themselves, comparing themselves to any ideal, or jumping to conclusions. There is no right or wrong when it comes to mindfulness.

Many adults fret they are not meditating correctly, so they dull their minds with alcohol, electronic devices, or extreme workouts. The thought of sitting in stillness like the Buddha may turn them off. As a result, few truly explore the diverse avenues of mindfulness.

Christopher uses an analogy of cleaning the house to explain pushing through beginners’ angst. You don’t stop and give up when the place is a complete mess. You start in one room or with a specific task, like sweeping, vacuuming or washing the laundry. Getting flustered, frozen or running away from what needs to be done only makes things worse. The same is true with mindfulness.

I first experienced Christopher’s novel approach more than a decade ago. The imprint is with me daily.



In one activity, our group of teachers-in-training was blindfolded. For fifteen or twenty minutes, we walked around the beach using our invisible antennae to steer us clear of the water and prevent us from bumping into one other or stumbling over rocks. Despite our insecurities, there were no collisions or accidents. We tuned out inconsequential thoughts and tuned into the environment. Furthermore, we squelched our inner voices of doubt and fear and employed our sense of smell, sound and connection to the ground we walked on.

Another exercise took me to a clifftop overlooking the Pacific. As I sat there for half an hour, I ignored the sound, colors and energy of the ocean. The peak and I became one, and heaven was so close. I saw my deceased father, the epitome of strength and stoicism, within me. That connection to my dad made me feel as solid, secure and grounded as the mountain.

A third memorable experience was a vision quest that lasted close to twenty-four hours. Christopher led our group in a twilight send-off ceremony. He gave us each a bottle of water and a set of rules as we were led off the Yandara premises to a deserted strip of land. We were to find
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