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Praise for Rolf Gates’s

Meditations on Intention and Being

“Rolf presents his wealth of yoga knowledge and his life experiences in such a way that you feel encouraged to follow suit. He combines the more complex teachings of Buddha with specific examples that guide the reader through very meaningful and accessible chapters. Not only does he talk the talk—he walks the walk too.”

—Kathryn Budig, yoga teacher and author of Aim True

“Meditations on Intention and Being is a wonderful balance between personal story and traditional Eastern philosophy, and offers an inspirational and informed perspective on the place of yoga, mindfulness, and compassion in our everyday lives.”

—Beryl Bender Birch, author of Power Yoga and Yoga for Warriors

“Rolf has done it again. These reflections are so down-to-earth and practical that you relax just reading them. If you are interested in living your life from the inside out, this is the book you want to start your day with.”

—Congressman Tim Ryan, author of A Mindful Nation: How a Simple Practice Can Help Us Reduce Stress, Improve Performance, and Recapture the American Spirit

“Inspiring and accessible. Rolf’s intimate writing about his own life journey demonstrates to the reader how to apply the key teachings from yoga and mindfulness in everyday life.”

—Phillip Moffitt, author of Dancing with Life and Emotional Chaos to Clarity

“Gates’s searching meditations on life’s pains and imperfections, and the huge challenges we face in meeting those pains with compassion, are among the most eloquent I have read in modern yoga literature.”

—Rob Schware, executive director, the Give Back Yoga Foundation; president, the Yoga Service Council

“Filled with beautifully polished reflections on life and ancient wisdom teachings. Rolf’s personal honesty and ability to craft a lush story make page after page a brilliant, insightful gift.”

—R. Nikki Myers, founder, Y12SR (The Yoga of 12-Step Recovery)

“A masterful work of art. My heart is more open, my mind is quieter, and my purpose is clearer after reading this extraordinary book.”

—Sarah Gardner, founder, Yoga Reaches Out

“Meditations on Intention and Being whispers us through a heartfelt journey into both inward and outward dimensions. This book challenges the reader, but more important, supports and instills hope. I recommend it for anyone seeking to live a better, more fulfilling life.”

—Matthew Sanford, president and CEO, Mind Body Solutions; author of Waking

“Meditations on Intention and Being is a gift of Rolf’s accessible and uncanny wisdom that we can enjoy from our favorite chair, sofa, or yoga mat right at home.”

—Brian Leaf, author of Misadventures of a Garden State Yogi

“An excellent guide to further all of us down our personal path of knowledge and understanding. As Rolf talks about how some of these life lessons came to him, we see how they often appear in simple, everyday occurrences. As he points out, we should take these teachings where we find them and apply them however works. So no matter what happens, no matter where we find ourselves in the metaphorical sense, just keep paddling.”

—Gerry Lopez, legendary surfer, actor, and author of Surf Is Where You Find It

“Rolf speaks to us out of his own struggles and learnings, his own ongoing path of growth, and his own authenticity, humility, and self-compassion.”

—Gordon Wheeler, president, Esalen Institute
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FOR JASMINE AND DYLAN






Live your questions now, and perhaps even without knowing it you will live along some distant day into your answers.

Rainer Maria Rilke
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1) Write down your heart’s desires and reflect on them often.

2) Hold these intentions in your heart steadily, undisturbed by life’s duality.

3) Choose faith and flow over fear and control.
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1) Compassion: The felt experience of the desire that all beings be free from suffering.

2) Loving-kindness: The felt experience of the desire that all beings be safe, healthy, happy, and free.

3) Equanimity: The felt experience of a steadiness and composure that is undisturbed by life’s ups and downs.

4) Joy: The felt experience of finding joy in others’ happiness and success.
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1) Effortlessness: The subtle effort it takes to be here now.

2) The yamas: The ethical boundaries of yoga (nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, moderation, and nonhoarding).

3) The niyamas: The disciplines of yoga that create and sustain our freedom (purity, contentment, zeal or austerity, self-study, and devotion to a higher power).

4) Mindfulness: The art of paying attention and the practice of living with an open heart and an open mind, seeking only to know what is true here and now.



[image: ][image: ]






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to first acknowledge my wife, Mariam, for her unwavering support of me over the last twenty years, and this last year in particular. This book would never have happened without you. Next I would like to thank my agent, Carol Mann, and everyone at Anchor Books, particularly LuAnn Walther, who gave me the chance to write another book, and Tom Pold, who trudged through six months of edits. You all have my heartfelt thanks. Also, I would like to thank my many benefactors, first and foremost my mom and dad for their willingness to show up with heart and determination every day I’ve known them—love you guys. I would like to thank Bill W. and all his friends for a life second to none, and the Spirit Rock community for a practice second to none. I would like to thank the U.S. Army in general and the instructors at the U.S. Army Ranger School in particular for the flawless way they took me in as a clueless young person and set me on a path to a life of dignity, honor, and service. I will never forget what you gave me. Then there are the many friends who have shared their wisdom and laughter with me as I learned my way through the last ten years. My yoga friends: Nikki Myers, Johnny Gillespie, Cara Bradley, John and Chris Yax, Jacqui Bonwell, David Vendetti, Todd Norian, Patty Ivey, Toni Gilroy, Amber Favaregh, April Umek, David Sims, Grace and Mylinda Morales, Bart Daniel, Mia Oramous, Tammy Cervantes, Gaynell Collier-Magar, Heidi Sormaz, Taylor and Philippe Wells, Amber Hayes, Tracy Treu, Sean Guinan and Amy Seidewand, Theresa Murphy, Kyra Strasberg, Tommy Rosen, Matthew Sanford, David and Augusta Kantra, and Shannon and Frank Ball. Thank you to the Santa Cruz bros: Kevin DiNoto, Girish, Chad Mulder, and Hugh Burnham. A special thanks also to my wellness coach, Greg Amundson, and my photographer, Arica Grafton. I would also like to thank my children, Jasmine and Dylan. You are the greatest companions I have ever known, you inspire me to no end, and it is just the best thing ever to be your dad. And, of course, to the God of my sobriety for every breath of this life. Namo nama, I bow, I bow.





CONTENTS


Cover

Also by Rolf Gates

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Alignment Defined

Practices

The Eight–Limb Path of Yoga

Acknowledgments



Introduction

CHAPTER ONE:
Effortlessness

Day 1: Getting Set

Day 2: Knowing That I Am Sitting When I Am Sitting

Day 3: Just Passing Through

Day 4: Life's Heartbeat

Day 5: The First Breath

Day 6: Sitting and Breathing

Day 7: Resting

Day 8: Becoming Available

Day 9: Plans

Day 10: Learning to Swim

Day 11: Return Is the Movement

Day 12: Intimacy

Day 13: The Moment

Day 14: Remembering

Day 15: Forgetting

Day 16: Knowing the Body

Day 17: In the Body

Day 18: The First Step

Day 19: The Felt Experience

Day 20: Doing and Being

Day 21: Effort and Ease

Day 22: Sitting Quietly Doing Nothing

Day 23: Mountain Pose

Day 24: Mountain Heart

Day 25: Mountain Mind

Day 26: Mountain Moment

Day 27: Mountain Madness

Day 28: Standing Still

Day 29: Certainty

Day 30: Mountain Life

Day 31: Standing at the Water's Edge

Day 32: Sitting Still

Day 33: Laughing More Often

Day 34: Doing Less and Accomplishing More

Day 35: Trust

Day 36: Asking the Right Questions

Day 37: Stirred, Not Shaken

Day 38: Insight

Day 39: First Things First

Day 40: Mountain Insight

Day 41: Mountain Faith

Day 42: Changing Venues

Day 43: Trees

Day 44: Kindess

Day 45: Nonattachment

Day 46: Fearless

Day 47: Right Effort

Day 48: Right Intention

Day 49: Right Intention and Right Effort

Day 50: Effortless

CHAPTER TWO:
Nonviolence

Day 51: Living Without Regret

Day 52: The Other Side of Love

Day 53: Generosity

Day 54: Giving and Receiving

Day 55: Keeping It Fun

Day 56: Sweeping the Garden

Day 57: New Gardens

Day 58: Sitting Quietly

Day 59: Balance

Day 60: Doing No Harm

Day 61: Self-Discipline

Day 62: Free Will

Day 63: The Price of Freedom

Day 64: The Practice of Choice

Day 65: At the Beginning

Day 66: Discipline and Freedom

Day 67: Avidya

Day 68: Freedom from Fear

Day 69: One Small Step

Day 70: Meeting the Moment

Day 71: The Block

Day 72: The Appearance of Things

Day 73: Moving from Thinking to Feeling

Day 74: Getting Honest

Day 75: Being Honest

Day 76: John Wayne

Day 77: Being Right There

Day 78: The Unconflicted Moment

Day 79: Lack

Day 80: The Moment Is Complete

Day 81: Nonstealing

Day 82: The Castle School

Day 83: Bring a Gift

Day 84: Holding Space

Day 85: Silence

Day 86: Flight

Day 87: Running on Empty

Day 88: Brahmacharya

Day 89: That Which Is Not the Self

Day 90: That Which Is the Self

Day 91: Love's List

Day 92: Life's List

Day 93: The Deliberate Use of Our Energy

Day 94: Your Love Will Be Safe with Me

Day 95: The End of Craving

Day 96: More Than This

Day 97: Creation and Limitation

Day 98: Rob Machado

Day 99: An Appropriate Response

Day 100: Managing the Unmanageable

Day 101: Racquetball

CHAPTER THREE:
The Spirit of Practice

Day 102: Freedom

Day 103: Sauca

Day 104: All We Receive

Day 105: Good Orderly Direction

Day 106: Sauca as Generosity

Day 107: Purity of Purpose

Day 108: Clarity

Day 109: The Altar of the Mind

Day 110: What We Give

Day 111: The Earth Beneath Our Feet

Day 112: Something That Has Been Lost

Day 113: Contentment

Day 114: Santosa

Day 115: When to Begin

Day 116: When to Keep Going

Day 117: When to Let Go

Day 118: When to Speak

Day 119: When to Be Silent

Day 120: When to Say Thank You

Day 121: Tapas

Day 122: No Guarantees

Day 123: Every Day

Day 124: How Often Do I Practice

Day 125: When Do I Practice

Day 126: Catching the Ball

Day 127: How Do We Practice When Things Are Hard?

Day 128: Carpe Diem

Day 129: Self-study

Day 130: Beginning at the Beginning

Day 131: A Private Courage

Day 132: When the Spine Lengthens, the Heart Opens

Day 133: The Middle

Day 134: Learning from Others About Ourselves

Day 135: Wisdom Teachings

Day 136: Insight

Day 137: It's Important That I Teach Yoga

Day 138: Not Knowing

Day 139: Ali

Day 140: The Map and the Compass

Day 141: Getting Out of Our Own Way

Day 142: Creating Separations

Day 143: Nonattached Involvement

Day 144: Maintaining Stability

Day 145: The Fabric of Our Life

Day 146: Flow

Day 147: An Appropriate Response

Day 148: Approaching Opportunities

Day 149: Avoiding the Unpleasant

Day 150: Whatever the Moment Brings

Day 151: Isvara-pranidhana

Day 152: Right There

Day 153: Something Greater

Day 154: Alignment

Day 155: Role Models

Day 156: Equanimity

Day 157: Heart

Day 158: Courage

Day 159: Kindness

Day 160: Answering the Call of Duty

Day 161: Surrender

Day 162: Grace

CHAPTER FOUR:
Mindfulness

Day 163: Effortlessness

Day 164: Nonviolence

Day 165: The Spirit of Practice

Day 166: A Mind-made Prison

Day 167: Nirodha

Day 168: Bhavantu

Day 169: The Habits of the Mind

Day 170: Noticing Nothing

Day 171: Nothing Special

Day 172: Asana

Day 173: What Happens to the Mind When It's Listening to the Body

Day 174: Evolving on Purpose

Day 175: Halfway There

Day 176: Abhyasa

Day 177: Collecting and Unifying the Mind

Day 178: Momentum

Day 179: Contrast

Day 180: Achieving Lift-off

Day 181: Contracted States

Day 182: Leapfrog

Day 183: Genograms

Day 184: Scotch and Pall Malls

Day 185: Making Peace

Day 186: Nonreaction

Day 187: We See Things as We Are

Day 188: Not Reacting to Reacting

Day 189: Changing Gears

Day 190: The Stone Wheel

Day 191: Impermanence

Day 192: Sound

Day 193: Remembering

Day 194: Pleasant and Unpleasant

Day 195: Continuity

Day 196: Sunday Morning in Manhattan

Day 197: Steadiness

Day 198: Being Steady

Day 199: Continuity and Steadiness

Day 200: A Water Park

Day 201: What Holds the Sky?

CHAPTER FIVE:
Compassion and Loving-kindness

Day 202: Mary Ann

Day 203: Forgiveness Is Practical

Day 204: Meeting Pain with Compassion

Day 205: Acknowledge, Accept, Understand

Day 206: Returning to the Anchor

Day 207: Acknowledging That Suffering Is Present

Day 208: Wanting Things to Be Okay

Day 209: Aversion

Day 210: Receiving the Truth

Day 211: An Embodied Practice of Compassion

Day 212: An Obstructed View

Day 213: Judgment

Day 214: Reversing the Flow

Day 215: Acceptance

Day 216: Future Suffering

Day 217: To Acknowledge and to Accept

Day 218: Getting off a Boat

Day 219: Mirroring

Day 220: Galileo

Day 221: Prajna

Day 222: Being Curious

Day 223: The Heart Softens

Day 224: Forgiveness

Day 225: No Hatred

Day 226: Self-forgiveness

Day 227: Letting Myself Off the Hook

Day 228: Making the Case

Day 229: Being Imperfect

Day 230: The Possibility of Beauty

Day 231: Standing Up Where We Have Fallen Down

Day 232: Forgiving Ourselves for Being Imperfect

Day 233: Making Mistakes

Day 234: The Charge

Day 235: Forgiving Ourselves for Being Learners in This Lifetime

Day 236: Jasmine and Dylan

Day 237: The Person and the Behavior

Day 238: I Am Like That

Day 239: What Leads to the Heart

Day 240: Loving-kindness

Day 241: Metta, the Practice of Loving-kindness

Day 242: Safety, Health, Happiness, Community

Day 243: Moving Mountains

Day 244: Starting with Ourselves

Day 245: Learning to Be Kind

Day 246: Our Benefactors

Day 247: The Neutral Person

Day 248: A Misunderstanding

Day 249: The Difficult Person

Day 250: My Grandmother

Day 251: Mental Illness

Day 252: Wholeheartedness

Day 253: The Value of Compassion

Day 254: The Value of Kindness

CHAPTER SIX:
Equanimity and Joy

Day 255: Two Definitions for Equanimity

Day 256: Three Reasons for Equanimity

Day 257: The Sun and the Moon

Day 258: A Sun and a Moon

Day 259: Not Making a Burden of Our Duties

Day 260: Locker Kit

Day 261: Resistance to the Pose Is Not the Pose

Day 262: Making the Best of It

Day 263: Learning to Bloom Where We Are Planted

Day 264: Control

Day 265: Praise and Blame

Day 266: Standing in Welcome

Day 267: Forest Pool

Day 268: What the Wondrous Creatures Have to Say

Day 269: Blame

Day 270: Being Right or Being Wise

Day 271: Taking Responsibility

Day 272: The Calm Part

Day 273: Praise

Day 274: See, Meet, Respond

Day 275: Winning and Losing

Day 276: Gain and Loss

Day 277: Impermanence

Day 278: Fearlessness

Day 279: Max

Day 280: Unreliability

Day 281: Creation

Day 282: Seeing

Day 283: A World That Vanishes

Day 284: Under a Nighttime Sky

Day 285: Mom and Dad

Day 286: That Which Is Not the Self

Day 287: Yoga

Day 288: Finding Myself

Day 289: Ducks

Day 290: Empty of That

Day 291: This Business of Winning and Losing

Day 292: Thirst

Day 293: Win-Win

Day 294: Joy

Day 295: Having Heroes

Day 296: The Next Generation

Day 297: Passing It On

Day 298: Using My Eyes

Day 299: Joy as Mindfulness

Day 300: The Edge of My Seat

Day 301: What to Bring

Day 302: Joy as an Open Mind

Day 303: Joy as an Example

CHAPTER SEVEN:
Intention and Being

Day 304: Dancing Turtles

Day 305: Being Awake

Day 306: Being Honest

Day 307: Making a Beginning

Day 308: A New Pair of Shoes

Day 309: Kensho

Day 310: Being Afraid

Day 311: Being Lost

Day 312: Touching the Earth

Day 313: This Place

Day 314: I Choose Now

Day 315: Being Wise

Day 316: Learning to Be

Day 317: Placing Our Attention

Day 318: The Mind Is a Mirror

Day 319: Leaves in the Wind

Day 320: Feeling

Day 321: Knowing

Day 322: Knowing More and Doing Less

Day 323: The Sunset Room

Day 324: Being Attached

Day 325: Being Great

Day 326: The Greatness of Being

Day 327: The Path of Least Resistance

Day 328: Eighty-eight Keys

Day 329: Cambridge Young People's Meeting

Day 330: A Basement in Michigan

Day 331: The California Coastline

Day 332: Writing It Down

Day 333: Being Teachable

Day 334: Not Knowing as Freedom and Joy

Day 335: Verified Faith

Day 336: Honest, Open-minded, and Willing

Day 337: Direction

Day 338: Leadership

Day 339: Imagination as Leadership

Day 340: Believing

Day 341: The Light Finds Us

Day 342: Standing in the Possibility

Day 343: This One Thing

Day 344: Holding the Pose

Day 345: The Ideal Scene

Day 346: Life Lessons

Day 347: Yoga Is a Desire of the Heart

Day 348: Practice Is a Desire of the Heart

Day 349: Jack

Day 350: Dylan

Day 351: The Moon

Day 352: The Sun

Day 353: Feeling the Moon on Our Face

Day 354: Feeling the Sun on Our Face

Day 355: Practicing the Moon

Day 356: Practicing the Sun

Day 357: Practicing the Sun and Moon Together

Day 358: Living the Sun and Moon Together

Day 359: Moments

Day 360: Passing on the Peace of the Moonlight

Day 361: The Path of Sun and Moon

Day 362: Spring comes and the grass grows all by itself.

Day 363: The great way is easy but people prefer the side paths.

Day 364: Human Kindness

Day 365: Letting Go


About the Author






[image: ][image: ]




INTRODUCTION

Why This Book Now


Meditations from the Mat came to me as I was walking home after teaching a yoga class. It was a beautiful morning; the sky was mostly blue, the leaves a vibrant blend of orange, red, and brown. A student stopped me on the street to say that I should write a book. She told me that she was a writer and editor and that over the weekend it had come to her that I should turn the stories I tell in class into a book. Her name is Katrina Kenison, and I will be forever in her debt.

Talking that day on a Cambridge sidewalk, Katrina and I were in the midst of something new and beautiful, the widespread adoption of yoga poses as a means for achieving health and wellness. What Katrina appreciated was my use of stories to link the physical practice of the poses to the spiritual practice encompassed by yoga’s eight-limbed path. Meditations from the Mat was intended to accomplish the same thing for students who would never have a chance to practice with me. As I sat down to write, I envisioned people finding something special in a yoga class at the gym or at a yoga studio and wondering how they could take that experience off their mat and into their world. It was a book about starting out and starting over, and as such it has had relevance far beyond yoga. People have written to me about how they have used Meditations from the Mat to help them through divorce, disease, and addiction. That I have been a part of people’s lives in this way means more to me than I could possibly put into words.

In the years since I wrote Meditations from the Mat, I’ve traveled around the world, teaching and meeting with thousands of people interested in yoga. Listening to the ever-changing needs of my students and to my own evolving understanding, it has become clear to me that the initial phase in the adoption of yoga by the mainstream, in which it was primarily a physical practice, is passing, and that more and more people are looking for something deeper. My sense is that students are ready to apply the full spectrum of the practice to their daily lives—but they need help. How do we change? How do we live well and love well if it means responding with wisdom and compassion in moments when we have always reacted with fear and anger? How do we turn the purity of our heart’s intention into an authentic way of being? For me, the answer to these questions is discovered when someone learns to enact and embody the teachings of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras—a series of lessons on the nature of the human condition, human potential, and how that potential can be realized that organize the essence of all spiritual practices into a basic plan for living—and the Buddha’s instructions on mindfulness and compassion. Meditations on Intention and Being will provide readers with an ancient set of instructions for how to live and love well today. A set of instructions that takes the life we are living, the gifts we’ve been given, and creates happiness and freedom.

Returning readers will find this book a great companion to my earlier writing, but those unfamiliar with Meditations from the Mat need no prior knowledge. I will guide you through important concepts in a clear and carefully organized manner, illustrated with many examples from my own life and the lives of friends and colleagues. Whether you are an experienced yoga practitioner or you’ve never taken a class, whether you already meditate or you’ve never tried, whether you belong to a religious organization or not, you will find in these pages guidance and practices that have the ability to effect positive change in every facet of your life.

Meditations on Intention and Being is a very personal book for me, growing as it has from my own experiences and my own journey, as a practitioner of yoga and as a human being. As such, I feel it only right to share a little about my own life, so that you can understand where I am coming from and so that you can see how yoga has helped me find peace and happiness.

My Story So Far

I cannot explain why children suffer; I only know that for a number of days I walked in darkness and then one day I began to walk toward the light. There are many things I can point to that made a difference—the love of my family, the abilities passed on to me by my ancestors, the efforts of those around me to make the world a better place—but I will start with what is learned when you fall down and get back up. Because mine is a story of becoming strong in the broken places, of wrong turns leading to the right paths, and of the grace that is nowhere to be found yet nourishes and completes all things.

Learning to Learn

I spent my first two years being cared for by nuns at an orphanage in my family’s hometown. Although they lived nearby, my family never visited because my skin was too dark. Later I would suffer from the same unwillingness to see or to love what was mine. At age two, I was adopted into a white community and grew up feeling like a zebra among horses. The only men I knew who looked like me were athletes on TV, so it felt inevitable that I become one too.

I played every sport but nothing really stuck until the season when I didn’t make the freshman basketball team. Shocked and saddened, I let a friend talk me into trying out for wrestling instead. Walking out onto a wrestling mat to meet life honestly was the first truly courageous thing I had ever done, and it left an impression. Through wrestling, I developed a passion for discipline, process, and virtue. The army seemed to offer much of what was working for me in athletics, and after high school I decided to pursue a military career.

In the army, I learned how to learn. Before that, I was not really awake when someone was trying to teach me something, but the army used the simple device of extreme consequences to make me a passionate learner. Every day that I teach others to embrace a process and to learn through the obstacles in their path, I am merely following in the footsteps of the coaches and the military trainers who took the time to help a young person whose jumbled inner life made it hard for him to pay attention. With no more than an average grasp of what I was taught in my youth, I have been able to turn the greatest challenges of my life into a path that has led to yoga and to a life second to none.

Falling Down

I found drugs and alcohol at fourteen and loved them immediately. Despite the best efforts of my parents and my coaches, I experienced life as a stranger in a strange land. The consequences that came with my addiction felt like a small price to pay for the relief I experienced after a few beers. I spent the next twelve years exchanging whatever value I had created in my life—the relationships, the skills, the opportunities, the physical and mental health—for that relief. Mornings—waking up each day to find out what I had traded in for another few hours of not feeling—became very difficult. By the time I had an adult body, the child in me had had enough of living.

I was taken to a twelve-step meeting, where I listened to people for an hour or so. Later I prayed and my sober life began. Not drinking, prayer, and listening were my primary activities for the next few years. I got jobs and paid rent but mostly I listened, prayed, and learned how life worked one small miracle at a time. I was walking away from great suffering, and when I wasn’t at meetings or at work I contended with what felt like a permanently broken heart. I have never lost the joy this pain taught me, to take in the most ordinary forms of happiness.

Getting Back Up

At the meetings I attended there was a strong emphasis on showing up for everyday life with humility, skill, and gratitude. The idea was to pour your new life into a path of service, sharing the love and beauty you found in sobriety with others as a way to keep it fresh. It made sense to me and filled me with an enthusiasm for living. I spent some time as an emergency medical technician and eventually became an addiction counselor. Getting better had become a compelling focus in my life, and I wanted to be wherever that was happening. At five years sober I got my wish and began working in residential treatment for adolescents with behavior disorders. The intensity of this work brought into stark relief the relationship between taking care of myself and taking care of others. In twelve-step meetings, I had learned that when I helped others get better, I got better. My work with adolescents revealed that I could not help anyone get better unless I got better myself. Faced with the paradoxical nature of the life I wanted for myself, a life of service, I turned to yoga.

Intention and Being

In twelve-step meetings, I had learned to live on purpose: to embrace ethical integrity and to actively cultivate insight into the truth of the way things are. Kindness and generosity were modeled as ways of life, and faith was held out as a practical alternative to fear. It was an education second to none. It was an intention second to none. The people who taught me yoga showed me how to turn the gratitude that was forming in my heart into a way of being. They embodied an understanding of life that included the experience of the breath moving through their bodies and the way the earth felt under their feet. Rooted in the stillness of the body and the rhythm of breath, I discovered the freedom that is humanity’s true nature. Within the sacred spaces of yoga I found freedom from time, freedom from self, and freedom from my own ideas. I was taught to pour all the love that was rising up within me into the way I saw a leaf or felt the sunlight on my skin. The nourishment I could receive from my day-to-day experiences grew exponentially. My work with adolescents required all I had to give. Yoga taught me where to find more.

Darkness into Light

I was living the dream. I was learning to create healing spaces for children in pain, I was leaving behind the victim identity of my active addiction, and I had met the woman I would marry. The pace of growth and change in my life was picking up, but the dream had a shadow. Many of the children I was working with suffered from PTSD, and their pain revealed the extent to which I had not dealt with my own traumatic history or how it was affecting my life. Yoga became the place where I went to sort all this out. On my mat and on my cushion I found the inner space to work through the jumble of reactions that my new life inspired on a daily basis.

The traumas of my childhood had left me with an inability to feel safe or settled. Yoga has taught me how to feel both, not as a result of a circumstance but as a practiced way of being. Trauma robs us of much of the brain development that should take place in childhood, and addiction makes a bad situation worse. Yoga first helped me to address the fact that my brain often did not work well when it came to gauging reality, and over time yoga facilitated the brain growth that is associated with higher brain functioning. Yoga has made me smarter and wiser and has taught me how to feel safe and settled within the uncertainty and impermanence of life. My subjective experience of this process was of a painfully slow crawl toward being the person I aspired to be, but things actually came together fairly quickly. Within just a few years of becoming an addiction counselor, I got married and went to grad school to become a social worker. I had a plan.

Social Work

The community of healers that is social work perfectly expressed my desire to be of service. The field as I experienced it in New England in the nineties combined high intellectual rigor, compassion, and humility. If there was a downside to it all, I would have to say that it was how high the bar was set. Those people had standards. Working in anonymity, for very little pay, my colleagues performed miracles of healing, kindness, generosity, community, vision, and leadership. It was endlessly inspiring to witness what my peers were prepared to do on behalf of their fellow human beings and the feats of courage and growth their efforts inspired in the people they served. I was all in. I had found a home, and yoga was my way of keeping up with a community that was aiming to achieve the fullest expression of human potential.

In 1994, I applied to the Smith College School for Social Work and did not get in. They asked me to get more experience, so I did. In 1997, I reapplied and they accepted me. The years of work I had put in to gain this acceptance were a testament to the tenacity my twelve-step community had taught me.

Smith was everything I hoped it would be. My professors were excellent; my peers were dynamic, fun, and very bright. The only problem was that I had no real way to make money during the three years I was in school. A family friend opening a wellness center asked if I would be willing to teach yoga. I looked into it and it turned out to be the perfect part-time job while I was at school. After my first semester I received a paycheck from the wellness center and proudly showed it to my wife. I had found a way to mitigate the financial strain going to school in my thirties had placed on our lives.

When the Teacher Is Ready

The days before teaching my first class, I was very nervous. The morning afterward I was elated. Walking around my apartment, I felt as if my feet were floating several inches off the ground, and I decided that teaching five days a week would get me used to the highs and lows of the experience of teaching. I taught in a boardroom, a karate studio, a wellness center, and someone’s living room. By day I worked as a mild-mannered social work intern in chinos and a button-down; by night I roamed the streets of Boston as a yoga teacher in tights, delivering wellness to those in need. Before long I began to see teaching yoga as a form of social work in itself. In particular, I loved how yoga combined the sacred with the physical for people who had often lost touch with both.

For a while I was of two minds. The space yoga provided felt optimal for the kind of work I wanted to do, but the ethical and philosophical commitments of the nonprofit world inspired me as well. It felt like my heart was in social work but my true abilities lay in teaching yoga. I eventually committed to bringing what I had learned in social work into my yoga teaching. I saw the for-profit yoga studio as a place where a community could form and become better together. With a bittersweet mixture of sadness and excitement, I left school and for the next ten years gave myself to that vision.

Happy Destiny

It’s hard to describe what teaching yoga has meant to me. I have squandered many opportunities through youth and addiction, but when yoga teaching showed up, I gave it my all. There are a number of years that can be captured by the following scene: It’s Sunday morning and there are more than one hundred people in the room. Everyone has worked hard and broken through to that sweet place where they are glowing from the inside out. There is laughter and joy in the room and I am the happy warrior smiling as I let go into the possibility we have created. It feels like it will last forever.

Knowing Change

My daughter, Jasmine, was born on a spring evening, and we brought my son, Dylan, home on a spring morning. My wife and I painted rooms. We bought strollers and sippy cups. We joined the ranks of new parents at playgrounds and tumbling classes. We discovered just how long the two hours between six and eight in the morning really are and how short “nap time” is—if it ever happens at all. Working harder than we had ever thought was possible, we experienced the transcendent miracle of forming a new family and found within ourselves the people we were born to be. As I write these words, Jasmine is sitting next to me doing her math homework, and Dylan has come home from wrestling and is working on a science project. It is the most beautiful thing I have ever known. It is a joy and purpose like none other.

Sitting Still

When my children were born it was clear that I was in a new world and new skills would be required. To be part of a family is to know the effect our behavior has on others in the most intimate fashion. The last time I was angry with Jasmine I watched her lips struggle with the words she felt she could not say. In a family, the pain we cause others is two feet away. To love well in this new world I have had to learn things my parents could not teach me. They taught me a lot of what I now use to create the home my wife and I provide for our children, but they could not teach me how to reflect on the mind rather than react from it. They could not teach me how to see the difference between a person and a behavior. They could not teach me how to forgive or how to experience the simple bliss of being. They could not teach me the self-awareness and compassion that come when we learn to sit still. For this I needed to practice meditation the way I practiced sobriety. With a lot of help I have been able to do just that.

Passing It On

The year after my son, Dylan, was born, I stopped running yoga studios and started training yoga teachers. A lot of what I am teaching now is what I learned by showing up for the love and accountability that is my new family. Meditation has been the through line for all of it. Meeting the demands of my new family and my new work life has been possible because of what I learn by sitting still. Doing nothing and being nothing is how I am learning to do and be with love. This book is my way of saying thank you to my teachers and to my students by passing on what they taught me.

The Book’s Design

This book is laid out in seven chapters. As a whole they represent a highly practical and relevant fusion of the teachings of the Buddha and Patanjali, maintaining the efficacy of their teachings while not becoming an academic tome.

I begin with effortlessness, which addresses the Buddhist concept of right effort and the yogic concept of “the subtle effort of effortlessness,” as well as my own practical experience with nonattached involvement. This chapter is meant to help you avoid turning meditation into yet another competitive process and to teach you the means for using it as an avenue for self-actualization.

I then move to discussions of nonviolence and the spirit of practice. These chapters synthesize the moral precepts of Buddhism and the moral restraints of yoga, and include the Buddhist concept of right aspiration and the niyamas, or moral observances, of yoga. While teaching the role of ethics and attitude within these practices, I also make the case that ethics and attitude offer the individual both personal freedom and the ability to live with purpose.

The next chapter concerns the cultivation of mindfulness, which to many is the heart of the matter when it comes to meditation. Both Patanjali and the Buddha taught that we are not free until we can observe ourselves, and our lives, without the filters of our conditioning. This clear seeing is the practice of mindfulness. In this chapter, I present the substance of those teachings and their practical applications.

The following chapters are the foundation upon which the student rests as she learns to train her mind to see things as they are. I address the practices of loving-kindness as well as compassion, joy, and equanimity, which are known as the brahmaviharas, “the four immeasurables.” Although these practices are more commonly associated with Buddhism, they also represent a major portion of the first chapter of Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. Once the student is able to see things as they are, the question becomes how to skillfully respond to life’s pain and seeming imperfections. These chapters teach the brahmaviharas as an authentic and practical way forward for the world we find ourselves in today.

The final chapter is drawn from my own lifetime of practice. In recent years I have seen the “doing” aspect of my practice and the “stillness” aspect of my practice merge at the level of intention and being. Intention teaches the transformative power of orientation toward a positive vision for oneself and one’s world. It speaks to the visionary, creative aspects of the human heart, the need to give voice with your life to the great heart within you. Being speaks to our capacity to experience the bliss of being. This chapter teaches that yoga is the practice of embodying the intentions we hold for ourselves and for our world.

Each chapter guides our attention toward a specific way of being that supports the larger intention to live and love well. For those of you who like for things to add up, read these chapters in order. You can also choose to open the book and read whatever the day brings. In either case, it is my experience that you will get the support you need to practice the ways of being that express your heart’s intention.

A note on daily reflections: Taken as a whole, these essays comprise a comprehensive study of the practices of yoga, mindfulness, and compassion. Each individual essay is meant to offer you, the reader, a specific look into these practices. They are also meant to get you thinking and reflecting on your own truth concerning the issues discussed. The ultimate aim of a daily reflection is not to tell you what is true, but to encourage you to discover your own truth.




Namaste,

Rolf

January 21, 2015

Santa Cruz, California
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The pose is what you are doing. Yoga is how you are being in the pose.

Rolf Gates




I have chosen to begin with a chapter on effort. The remainder of the book will be about things that we do and choices that we make, and I feel that it’s important, before embarking on that journey, to explain that how we perform an action is as important as the action itself.

Sometimes, even when we apply ourselves to all the right things for all the right reasons and get good results, we continue to experience the same inner suffering that drove us to seek help in the first place. It feels as though we will never be free of a nagging inner tension, a belief that as much as we want things to be okay, they never will be. This can be a permanent state of affairs but it does not have to be. With the right support we can discover something simple and easy to remember that will alter how we approach the process of change. We come to see that how we are being is more important than what we are doing.

Doing a yoga pose while attached to a specific result is not the practice of yoga, it is the practice of attachment. Attachment focuses on the results and pulls our attention away from the process and opportunities for positive outcomes that present themselves as a moment unfolds. Starting a career, ending a marriage, or raising a family in a state of attachment to the outcome, likewise, is the practice of attachment and will yield the results of attachment. We can’t free ourselves from a way of being without consciously letting go of that way of being. We must let go of what the Buddhists call our “contracted states” if we wish to experience what exists beyond them.

When I first started out as a yoga teacher, I tried to teach people to be in a pose without the effort of control or attachment. These two forms of effort felt to me as if they were at the heart of most contracted states. In my own practice, when I could identify the energies of attachment and control within me and let them go, I could access inner stillness, deepen my awareness of the present moment, and arrive at an overall steadier place on my mat and on my cushion. Control and attachment were obscuring my connection to the present moment, and when I was able to let them go things improved rapidly. I wanted my students to experience this. But it is my belief that telling someone not to do something is not as helpful as telling someone what to do. So I maintained the same intention but kept refining my language. Eventually, I began to teach students to hold a pose with the intention of effortlessness.

I had been teaching yoga as the embodiment of intention for some time. I would, for example, teach students to come into the intentions of awareness and ease in their bodies, and to rest in the felt experience of those intentions. How are these intentions being expressed? Is the energy of control there? Is the energy of attachment there? I began to ask, “Can you allow the expression of those intentions to be effortless?” Spiritual practice can be understood as cultivating the habit of meeting low-energy patterns, like ill will or craving, with high-energy intentions, like kindness and generosity. This process finds its true potential when we discover the ability to hold a high-energy intention effortlessly.

Yoga finds its relevance when it can impact the way we are moving through life. My personal intention for my relationships is that I embody wisdom and compassion as I relate to my students, joy and equanimity as I drive my children to school, steadiness and ease as I sit in meditation, and loving-kindness and appreciation as I have lunch with my wife.

In my experience, I can seek to embody love while also being attached to the results of my actions and still trying to control others. I can create inner turmoil with the very practices that are designed to relieve it. To express an intention effortlessly empties the intention of anything extra. I can be love without attachment, awareness without control. This chapter explores the felt experience of effortlessness.
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Getting Set

The air that travels across the Pacific Ocean before it reaches land has a special aliveness and sweetness to it. Breathing it feels like drinking the purest water. Waking in the early morning, I find a stillness that can be felt the way Pacific Ocean air can be breathed. Most days this stillness is the first thing I bring my conscious attention to. In the quiet darkness, I listen to it the way you listen to a breeze moving through fall leaves, breathing it in with my whole body. Taking my seat for meditation is a deliberate process. Steady in my connection to the earth (sits bones even), with a strong center (core), rooted in spirit (aware and engaged through the back of my torso), I offer my heart (shoulder integration) and align my will and my wisdom to the divine (ears over shoulders). The physical effort of coming into alignment is then transferred to the inner body, which brightens as the outer body softens. The balancing of my inner body and my outer body is arrived at effortlessly. The stillness of the seat I’ve taken vanishes into the stillness of the morning.
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Knowing That I Am Sitting When I Am Sitting

Once I have taken my seat, I begin the process of letting go. The momentum that got me to my seat is no longer required in the way that walking is no longer required once you have arrived at your destination. Taking my seat is a shift from thinking to feeling. The rest of my meditation practice is a continuation of that process. The first thing I feel into is my body and the fact that I
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Just Passing Through
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Life’s Heartbeat
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The First Breath
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Sitting and Breathing
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Resting
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Becoming Available
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Plans
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Learning to Swim
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Return Is the Movement
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Intimacy
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The Moment





[image: ][image: ]

Remembering
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Forgetting
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Knowing the Body
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In the Body
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The First Step
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The Felt Experience
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Doing and Being





[image: ][image: ]

Effort and Ease
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Sitting Quietly Doing Nothing
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Mountain Pose
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Mountain Heart





[image: ][image: ]

Mountain Mind
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Mountain Moment
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Mountain Madness
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Standing Still
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Certainty
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Mountain Life
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Standing at the Water’s Edge





[image: ][image: ]

Sitting Still
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Laughing More Often
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Doing Less and Accomplishing More
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Trust





[image: ][image: ]

Asking the Right Questions
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Stirred, Not Shaken
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Insight
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First Things First
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Mountain Insight
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Mountain Faith
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Changing Venues
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Trees
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Kindness
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Nonattachment
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Fearless
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Right Effort
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Right Intention
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Right Intention and Right Effort
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Effortless
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