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LD:  You have been going to Pune to 

study with Guruji since the 1970s and have 

experienced the evolution of Iyengar Yoga 

Þrst-hand from the master.  What was it like 

during your Þrst intensive there?

PW: My first visit to India was in 1977.  
Because I had met Guruji once before, I had an 

inkling of what it would be like.  But on my first 
day, I had things backwards. Rather than being 
in a receptive state, I was there to show him 
what I knew, and he saw that right away. Half-
way into teaching Utthita Trikonasana, he came 
over to me, peered directly into my eyes, and 
said, “You think you are an expert. 
Psychologically I am going to break you down.” 

From that moment on, I understood that I was 
there to learn from him -- not to show him what 
I could do.  After that first class, he ignored me 
for the rest of the intensive.  Being ignored was 
hard. I was not a humble student.

I returned to India each year for the 
intensives, and most of the time, he just 
ignored me. He cut my big ego down to size in 
that first class, and he continued to wear it 
down year after year. 

LD:  How long did he ignore you?

PW:  I would say about nine years.
LD:  Oh my goodness!

PW: Yes, nine years.  During that period 
he would occasionally adjust me -- and 
receiving his adjustments was something I 
needed to learn.  At first when he would adjust 
me, I could not just receive. I would counter-
balance. For example, in Sirsasana, when he 
would take my legs forward, my tailbone would 
move back.  And then when heʼd take my 
tailbone forward, my legs would move back.  
Whenever he would move one part of my body, 
other parts would move as well.  I wasnʼt able 
to sustain an adjustment. He would get 
frustrated, sigh, and walk away.  

I wasnʼt sure what to do, but I knew I 
needed to work on physical strength.  Looking 
back, I understand that I also needed mental 
and emotional strength.  But I was in my late 
twenties, and my life was going in many 
different directions. I was absolutely committed 
to yoga but I was not one-pointed.  

After that first trip, I went home 
determined to take my practice to the next 
level.  I began to practice three hours a day, 
committing myself fully, and I came back the 
next year stronger. 

One day, when he was teaching 
Sirsasana II,  he came behind me, put his foot 
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into my thoracic spine and began to thump. As 
he thumped, I used every ounce of my 
determination not to shake my arms, not to 
shake my legs, not to shake my mind and come 
down.  And I won!  I didnʼt fall down.  He smiled 
and walked away.  I have always felt that it was 
during those moments when Guruji really 
began to teach me.  That was a turning point.

I learned in that experience that you really 
have to prove yourself to him.  Simply “showing 
up” was not good enough. He expected 
different things from different people, and from 
me he expected physical and mental strength.  

LD:  What is it like now working directly 

with him when he asks questions?  Has this 

been a consistent component from early 

on?  Or is this a more recent development 

in his approach?

PW:  Guruji has always taught by asking 
questions -- whether working in a group or 
teaching individuals.

First, he wants to see how much you know 
and how quickly you can respond. He gauges 
the level and depth of your understanding by 
your answers, and at the same time his 
questions help you see what you may be 
missing.

He also asks questions to help you to 
bypass your brain and to speak, as best you 
can, from your direct experience.  This is very 
important to him. He wants a quick answer 
based on direct perception (pramana).

 For example, if you are working on Utthita 
Trikonasana and Utthita Parsvakonasana and 
he asks, “what does the big toe of the forward 
foot do in Trikonasana and what does the big 
toe do in Parsvakonasana?”  he wants you to 
do the pose and answer his question 
immediately with alacrity.  He wants you to 
have that knowledge in your cells and to be 
able to access it instantaneously.  As he says, 
“You have to be fast.  You have to bypass the 
brain.”  

When you answer his questions, he wants 
you to be brief as well as fast.  You don't 
answer in full sentences.  Instead, you say, 

“Yes.” “No.” “Hard.” “Soft.” “Yes, Guruji, I felt 
this.”  Whatever is appropriate.  He doesnʼt 
want a long story.  He wants your answers to 
be crisp, clear, and concise.

Questioning is one of Guruji's most 
effective methods of teaching because it 
promotes self-study (svadhyaya).  When he 
questions you directly, he helps you to 
penetrate into your embodiment.  He can start 
on the outer body with the toes and the knees, 
and then, inevitably, he'll take 
you deeper. And as you go 
deeper, he asks you to bypass 
your thinking brain and stay 
with experience.  When you 
understand his method, you 
get direct insight into different 
layers of your being (the 
kosas), and eventually you 
touch the core of your being.  
“Then, the seer dwells in his 
own true splendor.” (tada 
drastuh svarupe avasthanam  Sutra I.3). 

Language is an essential aspect of 
Guruji's methodology.  Through his years of 
practice and teaching, he has developed 
unique meanings for his words, in order to 
describe experience. To learn from him, you 
have to learn his language.  

In my early years of studying with him, I 
was very confused by this.  It was as if he was 
teaching in another language I didn't 
understand.  For example, in one class he was 
teaching Utthita Trikonasana and he came over 
to me and said, “Are your ribs heavy or light?”  I 
thought I was probably collapsing my rib cage 
toward the floor, so I answered, “Heavy.”  When 
he asked me again, “Now what do you feel in 
your ribs?”  I said, “They are light.”  We were 
going back and forth:  I was trying to please 
him, and he was trying to get me to understand 
what my ribs were doing.  I was thinking that 
when the ribs are collapsed toward the floor 
they are heavy and when you lift them they are 
light, but that was not his point.  He was 
teaching that your ribs feel heavy when they 
are aligned correctly, and they are light when 
they are collapsed (there is lightness because 
you don't feel them).  It was a huge lesson for 
me. I learned to understand with experience -- 

not with my thinking.  That happened twenty-
five years ago and I'll never forget it.  It was 
then that I realized I was going to have to 
understand how he uses language.

It took the first ten years of my study with 
Guruji for me to learn how to be taught by him.  
I needed to learn so much: how to understand 
his language, how to receive an adjustment, 
and how to receive his instructions.   I also 
needed to drop my habitual mind, because 

when I stayed in my habitual 
mind, I would get lost, and he 
would become frustrated.  
Those first ten years helped 
me develop open, fresh 
awareness in practice and in 
life.
LD:  You really have to be 

in an altered state of 

consciousness to work 

with him.

PW:  To be taught by Guruji 
these days is a rare and precious experience, 
and it requires that we enter into his realm.  He 
expects much more from those of us who have 
been working with him for a long time.  You 
have to move beyond your habitual mind and 
let go of projections, desires, and expectations. 
You have to be present moment to moment, 
ready to answer a question, ready to 
demonstrate a pose, and ready to follow his 
instructions.  And there is no extra time for 
reflection. He wants your mind to move at the 
speed of Hanuman.

When you are with him, you have to be 
ready for anything, because you never know 
what might happen.  For example, when I was 
there in June, I was in the midst of a forward 
bend practice when he called me over and 
said, “Now do Urdhva Dhanurasana.” 

LD:  Oh!

PW:  Thatʼs what itʼs like. You have to be 
ready to meet the challenge.  Itʼs exciting and 
itʼs demanding.  

When Guruji is in the practice room or 
teaching, his mind seems to be in a natural 
state of one uninterrupted flow.  And he expects 
that our minds be in that same state.  But they 
arenʼt.  Lapses occur, especially in a pose, and 
when lapses occur, Guruji inevitably senses 
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that concentration is lost. Heʼll find that moment 
when your mind becomes tamasic, and with his 
fire, he brings you back into the present.  

Itʼs quite something to observe him in his 
uninterrupted flow of awareness, because he 
sees so much. He can be working with me, 
focused 100 percent, and at the same time, he 
can be calling an instruction to someone across 
the room.  His consciousness is able to see 
and to pervade an entire room. 

LD: I experienced something very 

similar when I interviewed him.

PW:  You interviewed him about devotion.
LD: Yes, and when I interviewed him, I 

felt like I was transÞxed on him very, very 

intensely, but my mind must have gone into 

a lapse and it was at that time that he chose 

to ask me a question.  I was so embarrassed 

because I didn!t really catch it.  And he 

knew it.  There was no denying it.

PW:  Guruji teaches unwavering attention. 
We need to be absolutely present and 
unwavering in our attention in order to receive 
his teachings.  And then we can apply this 
unwavering attention within our practice, our 
teaching, and our daily lives.

Because of his practice, it comes naturally 
now for Guruji, but not for us.  So we have to 
use his example, by cultivating awareness and 
“total involvement” with him, with ourselves, 
within practice, and throughout life. 

LD:  One thing I!ve heard is that Guruji 

has the ability to see inside.  People say he 

has X-ray vision.  When he is working with 

you and adjusting you, do you feel he has 

this X-ray vision and has this skill of his 

developed and matured over time?

PW:  Guruji has always exemplified the 
gift of “seeing” -- from the first time I met him.  
He sees the body, and he sees the person.  For 
example early on, I asked him a question about 
pranayama, saying that I had difficulty exhaling, 
and he looked at me directly and said “Thatʼs 
because you are a tense person.  When 
somebody says something about you, you 
hang onto it.  You donʼt let go.  Thatʼs why you 
canʼt exhale.  Youʼre too sensitive.  You have to 
be like me.”  And then he walked away.  I just 
stood there dumbfounded, because that was 

exactly true.  He wasnʼt being theoretical.  He 
was talking directly to me about what he saw, 
and he just nailed it.  He has continued to do 
that with me.  

LD:  That is remarkable.

PW: He also sees the body with 
tremendous accuracy.  He has this uncanny 
ability to see whatʼs going on within you.  
Anyone who has been around Guruji for a long 
time can tell similar stories.

LD:   Sometimes he asks you to look at 

a student and adjust them.  How has this 

cultivated your ability to see or do you learn 

more than seeing from that experience?

PW:  I learn grace under pressure.
LD: Yes.  Could you elaborate?   

PW:  Sometimes Guruji asks me how I 
would adjust another student, and this can be 
more daunting than answering him about my 
own pose. It is daunting, because you have to 
look outside yourself as well as within. You 
have to take the clarity of your own experience 

-- what you know from the inside out -- and 
apply it from the outside in. Many of the same 
skills are involved: cultivating open awareness, 
being fully present, being stable in your 
knowledge and understanding. You have to let 
go of preconceived ideas, expand your 
awareness to take in that person, and see. And 
it has to happen in a flash. 

Thatʼs what we do as teachers.  We do it 
all the time.  We try not to have preconceptions. 
We try not to see somebody from our ego.  And 
if Guruji says that you are wrong, you canʼt be 

devastated, but constantly be willing to learn 
from the challenge.  His questions have 
enhanced my teaching and honed my skills.  
Every year now he asks me, “What would you 
do for this person?  What would you do for that 
person?”  And I have to respond in a moment.  
Then heʼll say, “Yes, thatʼs right,” or “No, youʼre 
dull; you have to be fast,” or “Youʼre a stone 
head.” Once again he wants you to bypass 
your brain and move beyond your habitual mind 
-- not just to see what you expect to see.  He 
wants you to be fresh.

Guruji says:  “When you are looking at 
your students, you are no longer a teacher. You 
are a student,” because seeing your students 
requires an open, fresh mind. You are looking 
and observing.  You have to be receptive. 

LD:  Right.  In a way he is doing 

teacher training with you when he does that.

PW:  Absolutely.  A good example of that 
happened this past June. Abhijata, his 
granddaughter, was teaching the womenʼs 
class and he would tell her what to teach.  
Guruji would be near the prop room where he 
practices, and he would call her over and tell 
her “now teach them . . .”  Sometimes while she 
was teaching, he would simply yell instructions 
-- he teaches Abhi every day and she is really 
getting it!  I was right beside him.  I didnʼt take 
the class because I wanted to hear his 
interactions with Abhi.  Sometimes, he would 
ask me to go around and insure that the 
students were doing what Abhi was teaching, 
and then he would give me feedback on my 
observation skills.  So yes, there he was 
teaching all of the students through Abhi, and 
at the same time he was doing teacher training 
with me. 

LD: Very interesting.  That!s a reason to 

book a trip back to Pune.  

PW:  Here is something that is really key 
to Gurujiʼs teaching: even when he is teaching 
the anamaya kosa (even when he is teaching 
the outer body), he is doing more than helping 
us to get a better pose.  He is teaching us to go 
beyond our habitual mind, to internalize our 
consciousness, to be absolutely focused, and 
to have total involvement with what we are 
continued on page 13

He is teaching us to go beyond 
our habitual mind, 

to internalize our consciousness, 
to be absolutely focused, 

and to have total involvement 
with what we are doing.
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As the Iyengar Yoga Association of New 
Englandʼs first year comes to a close, it is 
important to look back and to reflect on what 
has been accomplished so far.  IYANE was 
incorporated as a nonprofit corporation in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts on October 
30, 2009.  It has a set of bylaws that govern its 
functioning and a five-person Board of 
Directors plus committee chairpersons who 
oversee day-to-day operations.  An application 
for 501 c(3) tax-exempt status as a nonprofit 
corporation was submitted to the Internal 
Revenue Service on December 1, 2009, and 
approved on April 30, 2010.

In addition to these more formal and 
bureaucratic accomplishments, more than 100 
teachers and practitioners registered as 
members for the inaugural year.  A free 
workshop was offered in March as part of our 
membership drive, and the first issue of the 
associationʼs newsletter was published in June.  
These accomplishments have helped create a 
firm foundation for IYANE.  Now it is time for 

the association and its members to 
build upon that foundation and to 
grow, just as one learns to establish 
the base in an asana and to work up 
from there.  The association currently 
has six active committees:  
Community Service, Events, Finance/
Scholarship, Membership, Newsletter, 
and Website.  Many members 
attended the first annual meeting on 
October 3 and made many wonderful 
suggestions and put forth some great 
ideas.  In order for these suggestions 
and ideas to come to fruition and for 
the association to better serve the 

interests and needs of its members, 
you, as a member, must get involved and 
volunteer your time and efforts.

This requires tapas, or “self-discipline,” as 
Guruji defines it in Light on the Yoga Sutras of 
Patanjali (p.147).  Tapas just so happens to be 
the general theme of this newsletter.  It didnʼt 
start out that way; rather I had envisioned the 
theme would be the therapeutic application of 
Iyengar Yoga in order to follow up on the 
national convention for certified teachers held 
last May in Portland, Oregon, and to explore 
that topic further.  Zack Dixon of Wellfleet, 
Massachusetts, has written a journal account of 
his experiences and a summary of the 
teachings at the convention.  But as the other 
articles took shape and the authors wrote about 
other interests, it became evident that 
underlying all of them was the unifying theme of 
tapas:  “sustained practice performed with 
passion, dedication, and devotion,” which 
inspired Patricia Walden of Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, to return to Pune, India, year 
after year for 34 years to study with Guruji;  

“patience and perseverance,” which allowed 
Stephanie Abrams of South Portland, Maine, to 
pursue her heartʼs yearning and become a 
foster parent and apply her practice of yoga off 
the mat;  “the purifying fire of action,” which 
drove Nancy Turnquist of Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, to have the tenacity and the 
will power to overcome physical injury and 
surgeries to rehabilitate her knee and gain 
insight about herself.  These are different ways 
Guruji defines tapas in Light on Life (see pp. 
94, 212, 257).

If you would like to volunteer for a 
committee or to express your ideas, concerns, 
and comments about anything in the newsletter 
or about the association in general, please feel 
free to contact me at 
president@iyengarnewengland.com.

Yours in Yoga,

Greg Anton
President, IYANE

"[Tapas] directs one toward 
the core of being and, like 
the blacksmith's bellows, it 
must always continue to heat 
the heart of the fire of 
practice . . ." -- 
--BKS Iyengar 
LIght on LIfe, pg. 263
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Tuesday, May 11-
Pre-convention

My thoughts are focused mainly 
on Geeta and what it will be like to study 
with her for the next five days. The format is 
this:  a morning mega-class (500 students, all 
of whom are certified Iyengar teachers) from 
8:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m with Geeta; an afternoon 
class in smaller groups (about 100 students) 
from 4:00 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. taught by Geetaʼs 
assistant teachers from India which will focus 
on practical application of the content of the 
morning class.

This will be my first time studying with 
Geeta.  She has the reputation of being a 
demanding teacher. There are many stories; I 
donʼt know how much is true and how much is 
lore, but weʻll see what happens during the next 
five days.

 
Tuesday, May 11--Opening Remarks

The theme of this convention is yoga 
therapy. In her opening remarks tonight Geeta 
told us that when B.K.S.  Iyengar started 
practicing yoga he did not have a teacher, but a 
guru. His guru, Krishnamacharya, would tell 
him which asanas to perform, and Mr. Iyengar 
would do them. There was no instruction. At the 
time there were no yoga teachers, just yogis--
and there were not many of them.

After some time Guruji began to 
investigate more closely the poses and their 
effects on his own body and mind. He used 
himself as a living laboratory, as an experiment: 
What happens if I do the asana this way or that 
way? Which adjustments have a good effect 
and which have a bad effect? In this way he 
began to perform the asanas with more and 

more feeling and sensitivity to 
his own condition. 

Geeta told us that yoga 
therapy is not just giving 
a sequence of poses 
for a certain condition. 
It is not like going to 
the doctor to get a 
prescription. The 

teacher must be 
sensitive to the studentsʼ 

conditions. The teacher must 
see the students--how they walk, 

how they talk, how they breathe, and how 
they hold themselves. What is there? Which 
parts move freely in the body and where is 
there restriction or obstruction? The teacher 
does this with the tool of sensitive observation. 

There are two types of observation: 
observing oneself and observing others. Geeta 
said that one must learn to observe oneself first 
so that one can begin to observe others. This 
observation process is done using asana and 
pranayama. When performing an asana don't 
just go to the final form of the asana; go step by 
step and find out what moves and what is 
stuck. In Utthita Trikonasana take time to 
observe the change of the breath from feet 
spread wide to turning the feet, from extending 
over the leg to stretching the arms, and from 
turning the waist to looking up. Refine yourself 
in this way and see your students in the same 
way. This type of work leads to yoga therapy.

It was an absorbing talk, and Geeta's 
words had the depth of experience and 
dedication. Although I had had a long day of 
travel and was tired, she had my full attention. 
After the talk there was a big dinner for 
everyone.

Wednesday, May 12--Day 1
This morning we worked with the 

shoulders, chest, and shoulder blades in both 
supine and prone positions. Geeta had us 
observe ourselves and others. We spent most 

of the morning looking at the shoulder blades 
and their position on the back body. 

She had us lie in Supta Tadasana so that 
the touch of the floor could give us a sense of 
where each shoulder blade was. At first I could 
feel a slight difference between left and right, 
but not much. She had us do it again, for a long 
time. After a while I could feel how the outer 
border of the left shoulder blade was on the 
floor while that of the right was not. Not only 
that, but my right trapezium was lifted toward 
my head and my right shoulder was rounded 
away from the floor. 

Noticing these substantial left-right 
differences showed me the value of staying 
with an observation. A quick glance is not 
enough; I had to stay with it in order to 
penetrate past the periphery. When I did, the 
necessary adjustments became obvious.

Geeta showed many ways of adjusting by 
bringing five or six students up on the stage 
and adjusting them in succession. We worked 
with partners in various ways to get the 
trapezium to descend and the shoulder blade 
to move into the back body. My partner was 
George from Australia. He lives in China and 
just took over the Iyengar Yoga Studio of Hong 
Kong.

TODAYʼS POSES: Supta Tadasana 
and Supta Urdhva Hastasana with 
variations of both, prone Savasana 
with variations, Ardha Bhekasana and 
Bhekasana.

Thursday, May 13--Day 2
Yesterday Geeta worked on supine and 

prone poses; today it was seated poses. Geeta 
referred to the Bhagavad-Gita, the verses 
stating that realization comes from meditation 
and that meditation is done in a seated posture. 
For this reason one must learn to sit properly.

Geeta continued to emphasize that you 
must first learn in your own body then teach 
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others. It seems obvious, but it is so true. You 
can not teach someone to play the violin 
beautifully until you yourself have mastered it.

She also mentioned many times that 
some students do not know how to receive 
instruction. They say, “Oh, donʼt touch me, 
donʼt adjust me.” She says that they want to do 
the poses the wrong way because of the ego, 
“They want to be the one to say, ʻI know.ʼ When 
one says ʻI know,ʼ one closes the doors of 
knowledge. When one says ʻI donʼt know,ʼ 
knowledge will come.”

TODAYʼS POSES: Dandasana, 
Urdhva Hasta Dandasana, 
Padangustha Dandasana, Parsva 
Swastikasana, Janu Sirsasana, 
Paschimottanasana, Parsva 
Dandasana, Utthita Hasta 
Padangusthasana, Utthita Parsva 
Hasta Padangusthasana, Eka Pada 
Mulabandhasana 

Friday, May 14--Day 3
Geeta emphasized observing the pose in 

all of its parts. What is happening in the foot, 
the leg, the abdomen, the chest, the arms, the 
neck, and the face? More important, where is 
there no feeling? What can you do to bring life 
to that area?

"Where there is no feeling there is no life. 
Where there is feeling there is life."

She spoke plainly, but the words were 
potent because they came from experience and 
truth. It is hard for me to do her teaching justice 
on the written page. Suffice it to say that I am 
never restless or anxious as she lectures and 
demonstrates for four hours every morning.

TODAYʼS POSES: walking forward 
and backward while learning to lift the 
abdomen, Utthita Trikonasana, Urdhva 
Mukha Svanasana 

Saturday, May 14--Day 4 
Geeta taught backbends and inversions 

today. She showed several sequences for 
opening the thoracic spine and taking care of 
the cervical spine. It was detailed work, and 
there was a reason for each particular way she 
adjusted a student, the props, and herself. 
There is no careless or useless instruction or 
adjustment. As a teacher myself, I know how 
much knowledge, effort, and care is necessary 
to be effective and safe in this work. To see her 
do her work is amazing! She is a master.

There is no note taking allowed in the 
yoga hall. Geeta told us today that she has 
never written down what she learned from 
watching her father. She was never allowed to 
ask questions, no questions were allowed. She 
only observed. Then she had to tell herself, “If 
he moved to the right side of the student to 
make that adjustment, there must be a reason. 
If he supported the cervical spine in this pose 
and not in that, there must be a reason. What is 
the reason?”

Think about it. What good is a note on a 
paper? The experience and knowledge must be 
in your cells. You learn by doing, not by taking 
notes about doing. What real and valuable 
knowledge have you ever learned by taking a 
note? 

Sunday, May 15--Day 5
Pranayama today. We worked with the 

breath lying down, sitting up, and sitting in a 
chair. Today was the last day of the convention, 
and Geeta continued to emphasize the 
importance of feeling over doing, reminding us 
that the restless mind will often take one toward 
thoughtless action. The mind must be tamed so 
that one is able to concentrate while practicing 
and feel what is happening in every part of 
oneʼs being. Similarly, while teaching one must 
give thoughtful, experienced instruction in a 
way that addresses what is happening in the 
studentsʼ beings at the moment the instruction 
is given.

The overarching theme of the convention 
was that one must not rely on formula or 
prescription to inform oneʼs yoga practice or 
teaching, but one must be immersed 

continually in working with the poses in 
different, thoughtful ways. This will lead to 
therapeutic yoga. Geeta writes as much in her 
book, Yoga: A Gem for Women: “Yoga is the 
study of the functioning of the body, the mind 
and the intellect in the process of attaining 
freedom. It is the experience of oneʼs self-
acquired knowledge, and not the result of book 
learning, of battling with logic or of theoretical 
argumentation. Yoga is a philosophy, a way of 
life, wherein art and science meet.”

Reflections, A Journal

THE BEACON
Shining Light On New England

Workshops
2 FREE WORKSHOPS 
FOR 2011 IYANE MEMBERS.

"Twist: Release Tension, 
Forge a New Way of Being" 
with Linda DiCarlo
Date: !Sunday, January 16th 11:00 am - 1:00 pm
Location: !Iyengar Yoga Source
2170 Broad Street,!Cranston, RI
For more info: !info@lindadicarlo.com

"B.K.S Iyengar 
and the Iyengar Method"  
A discussion, along with questions and answers, 
led by Patricia Walden
Date: !Winter 2011, details to be announced.
iyengarnewengland.com

ALSO ANNOUNCING:

Guruji's 92nd Birthday 

Celebration 
with B.K.S. Iyengar Yogamala 
of Cambridge and IYANE
Date: !Sunday December 12th 2:00 - 5:00 pm
Location: !St. Mary's Church, 8 Inman Street 
Cambridge, MA
More information: www.yoganow.net 
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I was asked to write an 
article about the teachersʼ 
convention with Geeta 
Iyengar in Portland, Oregon. I 
asked if I could tell you this 
story about my practice 
instead.

I was lying on my back, 
each calf resting on a chair, a 
rolled sticky mat under my 
tailbone, exploring a concept 
Geeta spoke about at the 
Portland, Oregon, teachersʼ convention just the 
week before when I heard the answering 
machine click on. It was my partner saying, 
“Stephanie, pick up! Pick up! Pick up!”

In April, just before the conference, my 
partner and I became a licensed foster and 
adoptive family for the state of Maine. We 
reached this point after a long process of 
trainings and evaluations of our home and 
family life, as well as deep explorations of our 
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about family--
how we wanted to create one, what family 
means, and what we felt like we were willing to 
accept.

I jumped up and picked up the extension. 
Julie said, “We have someone from DHHS 
(Department of Health and Human Services) on 
the line! I am going to conference us in!”  

On the phone, our case worker told us 
there was a child at the hospital who needed a 
foster family. Would we be interested? Julie 
and I made a quick consultation, “Yes?” “Yes!” 
In the course of one hour, we became foster 
parents. We rushed to the hospital to welcome 
our new charge. A beautiful little child waited for 
us, vulnerable and fierce in her being.

I have wanted to become a parent ever 
since I can remember. My favorite toy was a 
baby doll, and I would bathe her, wash her 
clothes, and change her diapers. When I was 
eleven years old I started taking care of other 
peopleʼs children, and I have never stopped 
loving children or wanting a child of my own. 
Even when I came out as a lesbian in my early 

twenties, I never thought that 
family wouldnʼt be for me. 
Along the way, though, there 
were doubts--Am I forcing 
something that isnʼt meant to 
be? Am I living the life Iʼm 
intended to live? When will I 
be a mother? Any time I 
prayed deeply for answers, I 
always got the same answers 
to these questions: “No. Yes. 

Wait.”
I tried getting pregnant with no success 

(itʼs expensive when you have to buy the raw 
materials!), and when we were pursuing that 
path, I had a nagging feeling that something 
was not right. What if the universe made me a 
lesbian so that I could take care of someone 
elseʼs child? Care for him or her and gain a 
deeper feeling of connectivity to the breadth 
and depth of the universe? Take in a child that 
was already on the planet but destined for a 
different family home? 

When we received this call, we thought 
this would be it! This baby would stay with us 
forever.During our interview process, we were 
told that sometimes when parents wish to add a 
baby to their family through the Child Protective 
Services system, it takes a few times before a 
baby is able to stay. “No problem,” we said, “we 
know heartbreak may be involved. Isnʼt 
heartbreak just part of life anyhow?” But when 
we actually met this little being, we were 
goners! We fell in love immediately and began 
parenting the instant we stepped into that 
hospital room.

For two months we cared for this child, our 
foster daughter.  After about a month and half , 
we learned that our home, might not, in fact, be 
her permanent placement. For two weeks, we 
were in heaven and hell at the same time: the 
heaven of caring for such a little being--of 
loving her, of feeding her, of comforting her 
when she felt discomfort, of loving her when 

A Yoga Practice Off The Mat
By Stephanie Abrams

Workshops

December

"Core Workshop" 
with Roni Brissette
Date: !Sunday December 5th   3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 

"Reduce Stress and Take a Breath" 
with Peentz Dubble
Date: !Sunday December 19th  3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00/ For more info: 
www.downunderyoga.com 

January

"Welcome in the New Year" 
with Patricia Walden
Date: Saturday January 1st Time: T.B.A.
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 

ÒThe Wisdom of Your Body: Gentle 
Yoga and Mindful EatingÓ 
with Liz Owen and Rivka Simmons
Date:  January 2nd-4th
Location:  Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health, 
Lenox, MA
For more info:  www.kripalu.org or call 
1-866-200-5203

Yoga Journal Conference 
with Patricia Walden !
Date: January 13th - 17th
Location: San Francisco, CA
For more info: www.yjevents.com/sf/

"Developing a Home Practice" 
with Peentz Dubble
Date: Sunday January 16th 3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 

continued on next page
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she was squalling--and the hell of not knowing 
what was going to happen. I felt physical pain 
in my body when the thought of her not staying 
with us came into my mind. I could have easily 
tried to escape from these feelings. Instead, I 
stayed with them. I felt the pain and the fear 
and the resistance to the flow of the universe. I 
practiced compassion for myself and my 
unenlightened reaction of clinging to what I 
wanted. I stayed present to tend to the infant, 
who needed me to be with her in the moment. 
We cried, we laughed, we mourned, we hoped. 
We stayed present for what felt like the hardest 
thing weʼd ever stayed present for--not knowing 
if we could keep what we felt like was our 
daughter. 

This is really what I want to write about. 
Without my yoga practice, I believe there would 
have been no way to stay with the process. The 
burning of my thighs when holding the strong 
standing pose Virabhadrasana II prepared me 
for enduring discomfort. Supported postures 
prepared me for feeling I was supported--by the 
earth, my friends and family, my community. 
The subtle breathing practice of pranayama 
helped me remember to pay attention to the 
inhalation and the exhalation of my breath. 
Dropping over from standing into the backbend 
Urdhva Dhanurasana prepared me for going 
ahead and doing something I didnʼt think I 
could do, was scared to do, but did so anyhow. 
My study of the yoga sutras helped me feel 
compassion toward not only myself but also 
everyone involved with this difficult process. I 
wasnʼt practicing physical asana much during 
this time--we were caring for an infant around 
the clock, and the most yoga Iʼd done was 
twenty minutes supported, with my legs up the 
wall in Viparita Karani. But the imprint of my 
daily practice of almost fifteen years was with 
me throughout this whole period.

I reached out to my colleague Elaine 
McGillicuddy, who lost her husband Francis in 
January. She knows about grief. It didnʼt kill her. 
I asked her for advice--how to weather this 
terrible feeling that our daughter was probably 
not going to stay with us, that we were going to 

lose her to someone else. She responded with 
earthy compassion. “I donʼt wish this suffering 
on anyone, Stephanie. But there is some value 
to this. The suffering carves a depth into our 
hearts.” 

When Elaine said this, I started thinking 
about tapas, spiritual discipline. To stay present 
with this feeling, to practice presence in this 
painful situation, was a deep exercise in tapas. 
The discipline required to stay with my feelings 
of grief and uncertainty created a fire, burning 
up impurities, small concerns, worries, 
impressions of my small self and asking me to 
step into the depth of what I know and believe: 
that we are here, impermanently, to love the 
very best we can. Trusting that no matter how 
painful this was and that whatever was 
happening, it was part of something we (all of 
us--me, Julie, our daughter) were working out 
in this life, was an exercise in faith, sraddha.

One day, after nine weeks of caring for 
this child, we took our daughter back to DHHS. 
That morning I took a shower and got dressed. 
I prayed. I ate my breakfast and drank my 
coffee. I cried, held the baby, held Julie. We put 
the baby in the car. We drove to DHHS. Julie 
held her in her arms and cradled her. I stood 
back to watch. And then, we did the impossible. 
Julie handed the little girl to her new family. 
After they left, we collapsed, sobbing. And then, 

impossibly again, I felt a lightness, as though 
Iʼd had a deep cleansing. I had a feeling of 
acceptance of how our physical world was that 
day. I even felt happy that we had done our part 
in this story. I felt the feeling that I feel in 
Savasana after a challenging practice. This too 
I was familiar with. And I was ready to get back 
on the mat the next day, so to speak, ready to 
continue my practice. Of asana and 
pranayama, yes, but of staying present with 
whatever form my life is taking on this particular 
day. 

We immediately asked that our names be 
placed on the list for the next child who 
becomes available. We know we might have to 
do the same thing again. We are ready. Julie 
and I have one another. I have my practice and 
you, my community.  I still feel grief--it comes 
and goes. But along with the grief is faith, and a 
deeper, wider heart, ready to love again. And 
again.

P.S. Just as I was sending off this article, 
another infant had been placed in our home.

THE BEACON
Shining Light On New England

Workshops
ÓMenopause and Post 
MenopauseÓ with Bobby Clennell!
Date: Sunday January 16th 9:00am Ð 12 noon
Location: EssentialYoga Studio, 18 Fosters Pond 
Rd., Andover, MA / Fee: !$60.00
For more info: www.EssentialYoga.biz

ÓBreast Health for EveryoneÓ 
with Bobby Clennell !
Date: Sunday January 16th 1:30 Ð 4:00pm
Location: EssentialYoga Studio, 18 Fosters Pond 
Rd., Andover, MA / Fee: !$45.00
For more info: www.EssentialYoga.biz

February

"Moving Inward: !Iyengar 
Workshop for Intermediate 
Students" with Patricia Walden
For intermediate yoga students with a regular 
practice that includes backbends and inversions. 
(must be able to do a 5 minute shoulderstand and 

continued on page 10
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     As a soulfully inclined child, I fell in love with 
language, literature, and poetry, and as I grew 
up I identified more and more with my mind and 
less and less with my body.  Then, during finals 
week of my freshman year in college, my knee 
broke.  Literally. The bottom quarter of my 
femur bone fell off into my knee joint, locking 
my knee into a ninety-degree angle.  At the 
time I felt no pain and focused on the task at 
hand:  I got up off the gravel and hopped on 
one leg down the path to my exam.  Later, at 
the doctorʼs office, the X-ray showed a black 

space where the bottom of my femur should 
have been. I was told that I needed emergency 
surgery for osteochondritis dissecans -- a rare 
condition where the blood stops flowing to the 
bone, and the bone, without nourishment, dies.
     The surgery involved boring into the living 
and dead bone and, using four permanent 
screws, grafting them back together with bone 
from my tibia.  The recovery from the surgery 
was agonizing and grueling.  The prescribed 
drugs did not touch the searing feeling in the 
bone, and I spent over a week in constant, 

terrifying pain to which I could see no end. The 
pain eventually lessened, but I spent another 
week in withdrawal from the heavy narcotics.
     I was on crutches for more than eight 
months with the instruction never to allow my 
right foot to touch the ground, and my knee was 
immobilized in a brace at a right angle by day 
and rod-straight at night.  I was fortunate and 
the surgery worked -- the bone came back to 
life.  I am tremendously grateful for the medical 
intervention that saved my leg and allowed me 
to walk again.
     However successful the operation, I was left 
without effective tools to face the challenge of 
recovering my internal balance and integrating 
the trauma in my body, mind, and soul.  Aware 
of a need for healing but unable to find a path, I 
moved on with my life.  A couple of years later I 
discovered Iyengar Yoga and I knew Iʼd found 
what I had been looking for after my surgery 
and, indeed, for much of my life -- a system that 
addressed all aspects of the human 
experience, recognizing the body as the temple 
of the soul.  
     Medically I had a clean bill of health but, as I 
began to do yoga asana, I realized the 
complete imbalance of my body.  My right leg 
had little stability or strength and my range of 
motion was extremely limited in my right knee.  
Sitting in Virasana was so far beyond my reach 
that I did not believe it would ever be possible 
for me. I had the energy and the passion of 
youth coupled with some limitations of people 
several times my age.  Fortunately, I entered 
into a practice that encouraged me to accept 
this reality and to work with it to the best of my 
ability.
     Inspired by my teacher and the stories she 
shared about the Iyengarsʼ devotion to yoga, I 
committed myself to the method. I attended 
class three times a week and started a daily 
home practice. I paid attention to what was 
being taught about using props to work with 
imbalances.  I learned how to do Virasana by 
sitting up on blocks or by putting a blanket 
behind my knees to help create space in the 
back of the joints.  At that time I didnʼt have 
blocks at home yet, so I sat on an old phone 

Practice And The Poetry 
Of The Soul
By Nancy Turnquist
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book.  As the weeks passed and the flexion in 
my knee joints increased I began to remove 
pages from the phone book to make it thinner.  
I practiced every day.  I repeated all standing 
poses an extra time on the right side to build up 
strength.  I made progress in my poses and 
began to have faith in practice and how it can 
change dramatically every aspect of oneʼs life.
     A few years into my practice, the femur bone 
settled in such a way that the metal screws 
began scraping the cartilage in my knee joint 
and left me again in pain and struggling to walk.  
The surgeon scheduled another emergency 
open knee surgery to remove the screws.  Fear 
rose within me -- in part from the deep 
memories in my body and mind from the first 
surgery, but also from my attachment to the 
progress I had made in my asanas.  I did not 
want to lose that which I had worked so hard to 
achieve, nor could I envision depth in practice 
during another period of recovery. I did have a 
pranayama practice then and so I made a 
commitment to continue with that after surgery 
in order to soothe my nervous system and 
affirm my devotion to yoga.  
     I went into the second surgery aware of 
being terrified, but also aware of a deep faith in 
the practice of Iyengar Yoga and my place in a 
lineage of practitioners.  I asked myself, “If 
B.K.S. Iyengar and my teacher, Patricia 
Walden, had faced their challenges with 
conviction and courage, why couldnʼt I?” I 
resolved that, at the very least, I could try to be 
brave and see what happened.  The results 
after the surgery amazed me beyond possibility 
and belief.  My body was in such good 
condition from practice that I felt fine, except for 
my knee. I experienced the pain in my bone 
where they had dug out the screws, but I was 
able to breathe into the pain.  As a result I did 
not have a strong mental reaction to it and I did 
not need the prescribed narcotics after just 
twenty-four hours.  Although I was on bed rest 
and did not practice asana for a couple of 
weeks, I felt no interruption to my experience of 
yoga.  

     When I returned to asana practice, I faced a 
whole new lesson in humility.  I felt eager to 
jump back into practicing as I had before, but 
Patricia gave me strict orders on just what I 
could (and couldnʼt) do.  I was fortunate to have 
received expert guidance in how to work with 
myself and to have been encouraged to 
cultivate patience and discernment. After the 
second surgery I had to learn once again how 
to respect the reality of what my physical body 
had just been through.  But this time I had the 
tools I needed.  Because of the injury and 
surgeries, I learned to slow down and to listen 
better to what my body actually required in the 
moment.  I started to see that when I worked 
with where my body and mind were, I felt 
connected to a still place inside. I also felt more 
organically the purpose of the props as tools for 
healing.  If the props werenʼt set up just right, I 
immediately and directly felt how they didnʼt 
help my body and energy to heal from the 
surgery. I came to appreciate how in regular 
classes we sometimes used props to make the 
poses more challenging, and now I was being 
guided in how to use the props to help my body 
in the process of healing from acute trauma.
     Throughout my recovery process, I felt my 
practice deepen into something that felt 
consistently sacred.  It was also during that 
time that I became aware of how our injuries 
and challenges can be received as gifts that 
help us see beyond the illusion that we are 
merely our bodies and our poses.  I felt 
intuitively what I had already absorbed 
intellectually from B.K.S. Iyengarʼs teachings: if 
you pay attention and devote yourself fully, 
deep practice is always possible, no matter 
what the condition of your body.  
     When I discovered Iyengar Yoga years ago, 
I felt a glimmer of hope that the communion 
between mind, body and soul I had yearned for 
since childhood was possible.  Following these 
teaching with my whole heart has led me to the 
depths I had dreamed of but could not have 
created without the fire of practice. These many 
years later, having studied at the Ramamani 
Iyengar Memorial Yoga Institute in Pune, 
having trained as a teacher, and having 
participated in the certification process, I can 

honestly say that having had the opportunity to 
confront my broken body and its disharmony 
has been the most powerful lesson and the 
most precious gift above all others.  I continue 
to be inspired by the Iyengars and how they 
exemplify what originally drew me to this 
lineage:  that through the devoted practice of 
yoga the body can express the poetry of the 
soul.

THE BEACON
Shining Light On New England

Workshops
headstand, unless injured.) !
Iyengar Yoga experience is highly recommended. 
Date: February 10th - 13th
Location: Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health, 
Lenox, MA
For more info: www.kripalu.org or call 
1-866-200-5203

"Yoga and Menopause" 
with Patricia Walden
Date: Sunday February 27th  3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 

March

"The Power of Yoga: !A Retreat for 
Intermediate Students" 
with Patricia Walden
Date: March 4th - 11th
Location: The Abby - Covington, LA
For more info:!contact Sharon Conroy  
sharon@greatwhiteheron.net

"Insights from India" 
with Peentz Dubble
Date: Sunday March 6th 3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 

Master Class 
with Patricia Walden
Date: Sunday March 27th 3:30 - 6:00pm
Location: Down Under Yoga, 304 Walnut St, 
Newtonville, MA / Fee: !$30.00
For more info: www.downunderyoga.com 
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Wherever we are with our practice, there 
is always the next step that we can take to 
enrich our experience and deepen our 
understanding of our true nature.  This is the 
case whether we are just beginning a yoga 
practice or whether we have been practicing for 
years (or lifetimes). As we begin a new fall 
semester of yoga classes, this is a good time to 
ask ourselves: Am I ready to take the next 
step? Have I become bored or mechanical with 
my practice? If I hesitate to take the next step, 
what is it that is holding me back?

Even in ancient times, yogis recognized 
that plateaus are inevitable on the path. In the 
Yoga Sutra, Patanjali gives us a number of 
supports to help us redouble our efforts and 
recommit to practice when confronted by 
obstacles. Among these are five qualities that 
B.K.S. Iyengar has named the “yoga 
vitamins” (see B.K.S. Iyengar, Tree of Yoga): 
faith (sraddha), vigor (virya), memory (smrti), 
concentration (samadhi), and wisdom (prajna) 
(Yoga Sutra I.20). 

The first of these -- faith -- is at once the 
most fundamental and also the most 
mysterious of the yoga vitamins. It is the most 
fundamental because it is the foundation for the 
other four. In his commentary on the Patanjaliʼs 
Yoga Sutra, Vyasa likens faith to the 
benevolent mother who guides the child. Faith 
comes from the heart and provides the energy 
for sustained and dedicated practice, which in 
turn builds a storehouse of memory within our 
cells. As we deepen those memories (smrti) 
and the positive imprints (samskara-s) of 
practice, we strengthen our ability to persevere 
(virya), become absorbed (samadhi), gain 
insight (prajna), and experience joy in our 
practice. We let the current of our practice flow 
through us without resistance and carry us 
closer and closer to the Self.

At the same time, faith is also mysterious 

because of all the yogic supports mentioned, it 
is the one that cannot be manifested through 
an act of will. While the energy that we put into 
our practice determines the outcome, if we 
approach our practice with the aggressive 
energy of the ego, something will inevitably 
burn out. Knees and shoulders get worn out, 
the body breaks downs, or exhaustion sets in. 
As Guruji says, the will that comes from the 
brain eventually runs out because the ego is 
finite. But “the will that springs from the 

intelligence of the heart is linked to an infinite 
resource . . . it is a well that will never run 
dry” (B.K.S. Iyengar, Light on Life). 

When we see videos and photos of B.K.S. 
Iyengarʼs demonstrations over the years, we 
understandably marvel at the strength and 
fluidity of his presentation. We could very well 
think that these poses always came easily to 
him, and that we could not aspire to his level of 

performance. But as Guruji himself has written, 
practice does not always progress in a straight 
line. Along the way, there can be setbacks, 
frustrations, and disappointments. Guruji has 
written about long years when his practice 
plateaued and felt dry and lifeless. He has 
talked about the decades it took for him to 
master pranayama. Throughout, it was a 
heartfelt faith (sraddha) that kept him on the 
path and allowed him to continue to practice 
uninterruptedly, with devotion, even when he 
could not predict the outcome.

At its simplest and most essential, faith is 
that willingness to continue to move forward. It 
is the courage to step forth into the unknown, 
and to meet whatever the next moment brings 
with open eyes and a receptive heart. As 
Sharon Salzberg writes, “Faith is the animation 
of the heart that says, ʻI choose life, I align 
myself with the potential inherent in life, I give 
myself over to that potential.ʼ This spark of faith 
is ignited the moment we think, Iʼm going to go 
for it. Iʼm going to try.”

The classical commentators on the Yoga 
Sutra-s also suggest that sraddha refers to faith 
in oneʼs practice. Whether we come to yoga to 
heal an injured body, soothe a troubled mind, or 
achieve union with the innermost Self, we have 
faith that the practice we have undertaken can 
ultimately transform us. And the marvelous 
thing is that this faith is not something external 
to us: all of us have the seed of faith within us 

Taking The Next Step:
Faith And The Yoga Vitamins
By Patricia Walden and Jarvis Chen
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"Do not wait for strength 
before setting out, for immobility 
will weaken you further. Do not 
wait to see clearly before starting; 
one has to walk toward the light. 
When you take the first step and 
accomplish that tiny little act, the 
necessity of which may be 
apparent only to you, you will be 
astonished to feel that the effort, 
rather than exhausting your 
strength, has doubled it -- and 
that you already see more clearly 
what you have to do next."

--Philippe Vernier

continued on next page
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already. We may not immediately be able to 
recognize it or know how to nurture it, but we 
can learn to do both. The fact that we continue 
to show up for class or to unroll our mats at 
home to practice is evidence of this. And even 
when we have trouble practicing during difficult 
times, the fact that something within us says 
“why donʼt you practice?” -- even if that voice is 
drowned out by other voices -- shows us that 
deep down the seed of that faith is there, 
waiting to be cultivated.

Of the obstacles listed by Patanjali, doubt 
is the one that most obviously stands in 
opposition to faith. Doubt is the voice that 
arises within us and says, “I canʼt do that,” or 
“Why should I bother?” or “Who are you to think 
that you could possibly accomplish that?” 
Doubt feeds our deepest fears -- the thoughts 
that gnaw at our hearts and make us feel 
incapable, unworthy, and unlovable. When we 
experience doubt, the mind is divided. Part of 
the mind may be willing to go forward and to 
take the next step, but the other parts are 
holding us back and undermining our efforts.

Often in class or public, B.K.S. Iyengar will 
ask, “Are there any doubts?” This often gets a 
laugh out of Western students, because while 
we know that he is asking if there are any 
questions or points in need of clarification, we 

donʼt usually think of these questions as 
“doubts.” But if we stop and think about it, 
confusion or lack of clarity about the most basic 
things in our practice is what gives rise to 
doubt. If we are unclear, say, about whether the 
thighs should turn in or out in Urdhva 
Dhanurasana (upward facing bow pose), the 
mind becomes divided. Part of the mind says, 
“Let me turn the thighs in,” part says, “Let me 
turn the thighs out,” and we lack the 
discrimination to know which will help us 
progress in our practice. Of course, if we have 
the chance to ask our teachers, we might be 
able to get some guidance to dispel this doubt, 
but if not, then we what do we do? Rather than 
let the confusion paralyze us, we can say, “Let 
me practice Urdhva Dhanurasana both ways, 
turning the thighs in and then turning the thighs 
out.” I may not know right now which is the 
better action, but I have faith that if I practice 
with compassionate attention and awareness, if 
I reflect sensitively on the sensations that come 
as a result, if I compare my experience now to 
my previous experiences of this and other 
asanas, then I can discern which action gives 
me a sense of inner space, evenness of effort, 
one-pointedness of mind, and benevolence of 
consciousness.

While faith is the antidote to doubt, yogic 
faith is not blind faith. It is not adherence to a 
rigid belief system or an unquestioning trust in 

a figure of authority. Each and every day, our 
practice gives us the opportunity to test what 
we have been taught, to verify its core 
principles, to discover the truth of our deepest 
nature, and to experience anew the joy that can 
come from connecting with our innermost 
Being. As long as we keep fresh the intention 
(sankalpa) to be open, to step courageously 
into the unknown, and to meet each day with 
an abiding faith, we can trust that our practice 
and the inner light of the Soul will continue to 
sustain us.

This article was published on yoganow.net 
on August 27, 2010
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We invite you this fall to put faith and the yoga vitamins into practice in your own life. 
For example:

•Choose a pose that evokes fear in you or that you just donʼt like to do. For example, Ardha Chandrasana (half moon pose), Sirsasana 
(headstand), Adho Mukha Vrksasana (full arm balance), Pinca Mayurasana (forearm balance), or Urdhva Dhanurasana (upward facing bow pose). 
See if you can trace the more basic poses that will prepare you to attempt the more difficult one. Commit to practicing these preparatory poses three 
times a week for a month, and cultivate the faith that this work will prepare you to tackle the more challenging asana. 

•The times you donʼt want to practice but you do anyway can, in the end, be the most beneficial and satisfying practices. Even when you canʼt 
imagine how or why it will help you, have faith that somewhere, deep below the surface, the actions you are taking are planting a seed. If you have 
trouble practicing even when you set yourself the intention (sankalpa) to do so, try this: the next time you find yourself wavering between practicing 
and not practicing, tell yourself: Let me at least do Adho Mukha Svanasana (downward facing dog pose) and Uttanasana 
(standing forward bend), and then let me see how I feel. Have faith that taking the first step will lead to a second and third step, 
and so on.

•Do you find pranayama difficult or boring? Commit to doing five minutes of conscious breathing in Savasana a day, even if 
the mind wanders. If this starts to come easily, add five minutes of conscious breathing while sitting in Svastikasana. Like a farmer 
tills the field, plants the seeds, and waters them daily, have faith that this practice will bear fruit.

Patricia Walden
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doing.  When you sustain those moments, 
youʼre in a meditative state and you get a 
glimpse of what it is to be like him. So his 
teaching is for the mind.  We practice by the 
body for the mind. We use the finite means to 
touch the infinite.

LD:  I understand that he sometimes 

asks you to look at his poses.  When he 

asks you to look at his body, what does he 

want you to see?  And how does this create 

a learning situation for you?

PW:  Well, again he is teaching me to be 
sharp, aware, and quick. Sometimes he is 
asking for the subtle, and sometimes he is 
asking for the simple. For example in June he 
was doing Supta Padangusthasana.  I donʼt 
know if youʼve seen him do Supta 
Padangusthasana with one leg resting on the 
horse and the other leg down with the foot on 
the wall.

LD:  Oh, yes. I!ve seen him do that 

pose that way .  

PW:  Guruji asked me to come over to 
observe him.  He was getting into the pose and 
he asked me which part of the leg moved first.  
He wanted me to see his shins and his knees 
move before his thighs. (He has often asked, 
“Which part of the body moves first, which part 
moves last?”) 

And then he asked,  “How does the skin 
move?”  He was still in Supta 
Padangusthasana. He wanted me to see that 
the skin was moving actively in one leg, and it 
was passive in the other leg.  In order to keep 
the leg up, he needed to use the skin and the 
flesh actively, and on the leg that was down, 
the skin was “like a carpet resting on the floor.” 
He wanted me to see this immediately, and he 
was not happy when I paused.

Sometimes he can ask a simple question, 
and we get caught in the habit of looking for the 
small, the subtle, and the hidden. So we need 
to see the obvious as well as the subtle.

Does that make sense?  

LD:  Yes, he thought you should easily 

be able to see the skin moving more 

aggressively on the upper leg since it is a 

gross movement.

PW:  Yes. At first, I was looking at the 
inner groin, the inner upper knee, just the small 
parts and not the whole leg.  He simply wanted 
me to see the general actions of the skin.

When he asks me to look at his body, he 
wants me to learn something I can apply in my 
own practice. For example, if he asks me to 
see/feel his skin, he wants me to create that 
same action/feeling in my body.  

Guruji is teaching us all to see the bigger 
picture and to take our practice to the next 
level. In teaching us to see the physical body, 
he wants us to be open and fresh -- to let go of 
the habitual mind and be fully in the present. 
He is intent on teaching how to transform a 
physical practice into a spiritual one.

And that is what Guruji does. He 
challenges us to break our habits and to 
experience the depth of our being.  He does 
this first with his voice, instructions, and 
questions. But he can also do it with his touch. 

LD:  Yes. Besides his capacity to see, 

he is renowned for his ability to adjust his 

students.  I!ve heard you say that you have 

to surrender, to have absolutely no 

resistance when Guruji is adjusting your 

pose.

PW:  Yes, this is a topic that is dear to my 
heart. As I said earlier, I needed to learn to 
receive his adjustments. You need to be open 
and surrender, but at the same time you have 
to surrender with intelligence.  

When Guruji adjusts you, you canʼt move 
everywhere (as I used to do). You have to have 
strength and stability in some parts and 
receptive sensitivity in the parts he is moving. 
This requires mental effort and surrender as 
well as physical effort and surrender. His 
adjustments require you to learn and grow. He 
teaches your body intelligence with his touch.

I'll give you an example.  In June, Guruji 
worked with me on twisting.  He had me sit 
beside him at the horse.  I was doing Ardha 
Matsyendrasana, and he was working on my 
ribs.  Every time I moved my ribs, I moved my 

foot or my shoulder too.  He wanted me to 
isolate the action so that my ribs were the only 
part that moved.  When I didnʼt get the action, 
Guruji stabilized my foot and my shoulder with 
his hands and feet and turned my ribs.  His 
adjustment wasn't a surprise so it was easy to 
receive.  First he tried to help with his words.  
And when that didn't work, he adjusted me 
using his hands and his feet.  He doesn't do a 
lot of adjustments these days except with 
Abhijata or in the medical classes, so to be 
adjusted by him is precious.

That adjustment was easy to receive, 
because I knew it was coming. But there can 
also be the unexpected adjustment -- the 
surprise.  For example, on the last day of my 
last trip, I was feeling really good, and I decided 
to practice Vrschikasana.  I kicked up and 
started to take my feet toward my head. Before 
I knew it, Guruji was bringing my feet down to 
my head.  At that very instance, I said to 
myself, “hands be stable; shoulders be stable; 
tailbone be stable; spine be mobile; surrender 
completely, surrender completely.”  I had to 
surrender and receive completely in one part, 
and at the same time, I had to have strength 
and stability in other parts.  If I had let go of my 
strength and intelligence, I would have fallen.

LD: Just collapsed.

PW:  Yes, just collapsed.  If I just went 
with his downward pull on my feet, I would have 
fallen to the floor.  I had to keep power in my 
arms and my tailbone as he adjusted me, and I 
had to be unwavering in my surrender 
throughout the adjustment.

LD:  Oh, wow.

PW:  Oh yeah, there was no luxuriating as 
he took my feet to my head.  This was all in 
thirty seconds.  A lot had to happen inside of 
me very fast.  And then I had to say “Guruji 
stop! I donʼt want you to hurt yourself!”  
Because I worry about him, that was a concern 
too; doing that kind of adjustment is a strong 
one for him these days. Heʼs ninety-one!!!

LD:  Yes, of course.

PW:  Itʼs a very strong one. I want to give 
you an example of another kind of adjustment.  
At his eighty-fifth birthday celebration he had 
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me demonstrate Paschimottanasana on two 
different occasions.  On the first occasion, my 
focus was on his physical instructions: press 
the thighs down, lift your elbows up, move your 
armpits forward, move the sternum from the 
base to the top, move the sternum toward the 
head.  He asked me what I felt and I said, “I 
feel my waist getting thinner,” then, “I feel the 
skin on my back getting thinner.”  And his 
response was,  “Yes, but what else is coming?”  
I stayed with my physical body and said, “My 
head is getting closer to my feet.”  We went on 
like this for what seemed like two or three 
minutes.  Finally he said, “Still hasnʼt come.”  
Outwardly my pose was okay, but I wasnʼt 
getting something he wanted me to feel and 
experience.  

The last day he had me do the pose 
again.  I canʼt remember his words, but I 
remember his touch.  He put his palm on my 
thoracic spine and told me not to move my 
head.  Then he pressed down.  I have to say 
that experience in Paschimottanasana was one 
of the most extraordinary experiences Iʼve ever 
had in asana.  My consciousness changed.  I 
was no longer limited within my body.

LD: Oh!

PW:  There is so much to be said for the 
touch of B.K.S. Iyengar because his cells have 
been experiencing yoga for 
more than seventy years. 

Guruji kept me in 
Paschimottanasana for a 
little while longer, and then 
he asked, “What do you 
feel now?”  Without even 
thinking I said, “Deep 
silence in my heart.” And 
he said, “See!  Finally she 
understands!”  

I know his touch 
helped, but it wasnʼt a 
strong action.  But it 
helped me to be 
completely awake within 
my physical body, awake 

and resting in the seat of my heart.
LD:  Oh my, that!s beautiful.

PW:  It was.
As I have gotten older and more 

experienced, I have become more receptive 
and more open.  It takes some time to receive 
his teaching.

LD:  And to go that deep and to mature 

and to evolve with the practice .  

PW:  Yes.  There is the expression, “the 
empty rice bowl.”  When you put yourself near 
Guruji, you have to put your ego aside.  If you 
are in your ego, something is going to go 
wrong.  You have to become, as much as 
possible, the empty rice bowl and be absolutely 
present moment to moment to moment to 
moment.  

As I said earlier you never know whatʼs 
going to happen but Guruji always expects you 
to be present 100 percent just like he is.  He 
has no patience for tamas.

LD: Can you give an example of how 

you integrate Guruji!s teaching about the 

sutras into your practice?

PW:  Guruji consistently refers to the 
sutras when he teaches.  Three important ones 
are:

Sutra I.3, which states, “Then, the seer 
dwells in his own true splendor.”  This is one of 
his primary teachings in asana, and it is always 
in the background of my practice.  Yoga occurs 
when the one who practices (the doer) 
becomes one with his/her body (the instrument) 

within the asana.  That is Gurujiʼs experience.  
And he teaches us so that we can experience 
that too. 

The second is Sutra II.47 (prayatna 
saithilya ananta samapattibhyam) and the third 
is Sutra I.41 (ksinavrtteh abhijatasya iva maneh 
grahitr grahana grahyesu tatstha tadanjanata 
samapattih).

Guruji often says that you can reach the 
stage where the effort to perform an asana 
becomes effortless and the infinite being within 
is reached.  He returns to that sutra again and 
again and to what is said in Sutra I.3,  “Then 
the seer is established in his own true nature.” 

Iʼll give you an example of how he teaches 
this in a pose.  One day he was teaching 
Bharadvajasana to Abhi and me.  He began by 
teaching how to stabilize the feet and how to 
level the pubic bone. He went progressively 
from the foundation upward to the ribs and the 
shoulders, and then to the skin on the ribs.  As 
he continued to move upward, he directed our 
attention to the skin behind the ears.  He 
wanted us to turn from the skin behind the ears.  
As he taught, Guruji understood what was 
happening to us because he saw our 
expressions change.  He stated, “You arenʼt in 
your brain at this time; you have gone deeper 
into your cells.”  And he was absolutely right.  
By taking us progressively from the feet, to the 
ears, to the skin behind the ears, and initiating 
the twist from the skin behind the ears, his 
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instructions drew us inward, into a more 
refined state of consciousness.   

Itʼs hard to describe how that alone could 
transform our consciousness, but really it was 
the combination of several things.   It was the 
progressive, orderly manner of his instructions; 
it was the pacing and rhythm within his 
instructions; and it was his energy and the 
depth of experience that he shared in his 
teaching.  It was all of these things together.  
He can take you to a place you have never 
gone before, like the place behind the ears.

Focusing on that small place close to the 
brain had an incredible effect, and Guruji knew 
it. He then said, “Now you know what it is like to 
experience silence in an asana.”  It was very 
similar to the experience that I had in 
Paschimottanasana.  

LD:  Yes.  It is the kind of experience 

you can!t explain to somebody who doesn!t 

practice .
PW:  Itʼs so true, and this is even more 

true for Guruji because he has practiced so 
much more than anyone else we know.

As much as we try to bring our mind into a 
state of total involvement when we practice, or 
to receive his teaching, itʼs nothing in 
comparison to the state that his mind is in.  He 
simply has been practicing longer with 
continuity, effort, and devotion, and more 
intensely than anyone else we know.  Nobody 
can be called his peer.  There is no one.  Well, 
maybe there is someone out there like Guruji, 
but who and where is s/he?  

People sometimes think that he doesnʼt 
really want to be teaching us.  They think heʼs 
just teaching us because weʼre there.  But he 
thrives on it.  It gives him an opportunity to 
teach what it is that he is experiencing in 
asana.  I am not in any way implying that 
Manouso and I and some others are his peers. 

There was one special day when he told 
me to come over to work on Marichyasana 
when he said to me, “There were years when I 
was so lonely.”  And I said, “Guruji, what do you 
mean? You were lonely?” He replied, “Because 
I was having certain experiences. Unlike you, I 
had no one to teach me or to tell me . . .”  But 
then he said, “You have me; I can come and 

show you.  You have a community of people.  I 
had no community,  I had no teacher, I was all 
alone, but then that loneliness turned into 
aloneness.”  And I said, “Do you experience 
that aloneness now?”  And he said, “Yes, now 
itʼs come.”

LD:  Having high-quality students is a 

gift for a teacher.  And for him to have you 

and the other senior teachers allows him to 

share his experience.

PW:  Yes, he loves it, but he gets 
frustrated with us.  I explained earlier about the 
speed of Hanuman.  He wants so much for us 
to get what he is teaching, for us to bypass the 
brain, just to feel and experience in the moment 
without trying to figure it out.  I understand his 
frustration, but there isnʼt always anything we 
can do about it.  He has soaked his cells in 
asana, pranayama, and dhyana for years, and 
his kind of embodiment takes practice and 
more practice. 

Thatʼs where he is day in, day out; he is in 
yoga and yoga is in him.  You could say that 
about you and me to some degree, because 
our practice doesnʼt end when we leave the 
mat. But itʼs different for him because he is fully 
saturated in practice. His mind is so much in an 
uninterrupted state.  I have never seen Guruji 
distracted.  From my experience, I have to say 
that he is continually in the present moment.  

When he asks questions such as, “where 
is the skin moving here?”  “how does it move 
here?” and we give our answers, we learn 
something.  And in that process, a light can 
switch on, and we realize, “Oh, now I 
understand what youʼve been teaching for 
years!”  

In class, he doesnʼt want us to think too 
much. He wants us to stay with experience. 
But, if I have an experience practicing, he will 
take time to discuss it with me later in the 
library. 

When you are around Guruji, you can go 
beyond the limitations of your mind and see 
how vast your mind really is.  You shouldnʼt, 
canʼt, and donʼt stay in your comfort zone or 
be in your habitual mind.  He wonʼt let you.

Guruji often asks at the end of a pose, 
“Have you touched the unknown or did you 

just stay with the known parts?”  And this is the 
challenge for us as practitioners. We are so 
fortunate when we are with him, because he 
breaks through our mechanics of the known, 
and brings us into freshness each and every 
time.  

LD:  Being fearless is part of that.

PW:  If we can be fearless and interested 
then we can begin to understand that our 
potential is vast.  And we can see that we are 
only experiencing a small amount of what is 
possible for us, and Iʼm not just talking about 
asana.  Iʼm talking about life.

LD:  Oh, yes.

PW:  There is a final quote, an easy one, 
we can end with.  He often says, “Use your 
consciousness like a search light.  Bring light to 
those areas that havenʼt been touched.” 

The bottom line for Guruji is a combination 
of Sutra I.3 and Sutra II.47.  The yogi can dwell 
in his own true nature/splendor and the infinite 
being within can be reached when the doer, the 
instrument of doing, and the asana become 
one.   I really want people to understand that 
Guruji is so much more than just a physical 
adept. He is a spiritual master.

LD:  I think you!ve articulated that 

nicely.  Thank you very much, Patricia, for 

sharing your profound experiences with us 

and for providing us with a direct 

connection to B.K.S. Iyengar.
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