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Here we go again!

Fresh from our summer break we’ve returned to class and it feels like we’re (almost) up and running. Not quite the summer break we had envisioned. This says more about the ethereal nature of expectation than anything else, but that apart we had an interesting foray into the world of the Health Service as Jerusha’s damaged knee found us running the gauntlet of A & E, fracture clinic, surgery and trauma ward. Quite an eventful few weeks, culminating now on the steady road towards recovery.

Jerusha and I always find our injuries and ailments in equal measure frustrating and illumination. Nothing teaches quite like an injury or restriction, but then again nothing is so programmed as the modern mind to struggle against things as they are either! These last few weeks we’ve been walking (limping?) along the tightrope somewhere betwixt and between the traditional medical and mechanical cautions and some somewhat woolly new age platitudes. We’ve learned to become deaf to the “oh dear it will never be the same again” pessimism, in equal measure to the deafness required in the face of “You’re a Yoga teacher, you shouldn’t need surgery” wisdoms.

That apart it’s provided us with insights and challenges that one just cannot simulate away from the real thing. Injury, and its attendant anxiety, discomfort and inconvenience sure gets ones attention! But apart from that it has again necessitated a long cool look at the nature of Yoga itself. I’ve often been fascinated by the increasing gymnasticism of modern Yoga and its emphasis on doing ever more extreme postures as a sign of advancement; as if this signifies some innate spiritual accomplishment. Its an industry standard that has often left me perplexed, wondering if I’d missed something important on a sleepy afternoon at Yoga Teachers school. 

But watching Jerusha return to her Yoga mat, observing the complex body/mind dance that occurs when one approaches a familiar practise with an unfamiliar body; all this has reignited my feeling that Yoga has nothing to do with physical prowess or flexibility; Some people are naturally flexible, others not. Big deal. Some people live with health conditions and a history of injury that others can only dread. Having a limited access to Yoga postures does not bar the way to Yoga. In fact during the times when we feel fit and healthy we have a far greater tendency to become complacent and unengaged from our Yoga practise. It’s nice when it’s all easy but it doesn’t show us much.

So if being bendy isn’t exactly Yoga what is?  Watching Jerusha learn to walk again I see an organism that has momentarily lost its ease, that’s all. Disturb a part (the knee) and everything is affected, until we realise that there are no parts, just like there are no ‘bits’ of ourselves. The whole is complex; an intelligence which defies description despite our trying. And yet that intelligence works whether we’re apparently ‘healthy’ or not. Each disturbance is assimilated in to the whole. What Yoga does is to enable us to be aware of how the disturbance is playing out and then actively work with it to restore a more easeful way of being.

On our various roads’ to recovery or acceptance our most insidious adversary is often the culture we live in; which is why Yoga always emphasises a healthy distance or independence from the prevailing culture whilst acknowledging that we are products of it. The right to be happy and healthy which is propagated by many of the prevailing ‘spiritual’ systems of our age actually seems to keep us always grasping for something out of reach. In reality, as human beings, we are almost certain to experience periods of pain and disease; life has a funny way of putting things in the way of us. But if we buy into the notion that there is a perfect state of physical or mental well being somewhere at the end of the rainbow then we’re tied into an impossible contract with ourselves. 

Sometimes it’s just the way it is. A moment’s inattention can lead to weeks of debility. Genetics, karma or destiny (take your pick or add your own) mean that we experience illness, loss and misfortune throughout our lives, often in gross disharmony to the proportion meted out to others. It’s definitely not fair! As my anticipated holiday evaporated an inclination towards feeling sorry for myself definitely came out to say hello. I stamped my feel while Jerusha sat in the opposite corner worrying about whether her knee would ever straighten again.

It wasn’t always pretty but it was probably very human. In the end we got tired of going nowhere and rolled our Yoga mats out. On the surface of it, it didn’t help much at first. She still had a crooked knee and I still cursed reality. But in those moments I also understood Yoga in a new light. Creating the space is Yoga. Feeling the feelings is Yoga. Engaging with ourselves is Yoga. Initially it’s done on a mat because it’s good to create ideal conditions when one is nurturing a practise. But sooner or later we can take it into x-ray units and waiting rooms and trauma wards. The fact that we bend and twist and stretch is only important to the extent that we happen to live in bodies. That’s all. Happy holidays!

Andrew
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