One more thing ...

Yogi incognito

By Jenny Groninger Rough 95

t was a Friday evening and things

weren't going well. I'd signed up
for a Level 1-2 power yoga class and
was trying my best to follow Bryan
Kest’s instructions. The studio was
old, crowded, and extra hot. But
Bryan was the real deal — he was 23
years in the making, trained in India,
the works.

I'was simply a lawyer attempting
to relax.

I'd worn a loose fitting T-shirt,
shorts, and a pair of socks, so
whenever I tried to copy the other
students into Downward Facing Dog,
I either flashed someone or slipped
and crashed — nose first — onto my
rented mat. I reeked of sweat, my
knees hurt, and other people’s dirty
feet were in my face. I shot my then-
boyfriend an “I want to go home”
look, but he was well-practiced and
merrily contorting into spinal twists
and shoulder stands.

Here’s the thing: I
play tennis. I golf.
I've run two mara-
thons, for goodness
sake. Yet my arms
ached when I held
them in position
for Warrior II. A
confrontational
practice, yoga
pointed out my
weaknesses and
challenged my
basic assump-
tions. Until that
night, I thought
I was capable
of holding my-
self up, but if
I pushed into
Plank pose,
my muscles
trembled.
When I stood
on one leg for
Tree pose, I
fell over.
Shavasana
felt the worst.
While the
rest of the

budding yogis rested
in a place of stillness, I
squirmed like a summer
bug slamming against a
porch lantern. My mind
crashed with worries
about the office, worries
about whether I'd ever
find the guts to follow
my dream of becoming
a writer, worries about
how wobbly, unstable, and
unfocused I was. All you
do in Shavasana is lie flat
on your back, but my neck
and shoulders were so tight,
I couldn’t lie down without
a prop. I considered my rela-
tionship with yoga kaput.
Career burnout brought
me back four years later. My
friends envied my job as an

attorney for a university
that overlooked the
Pacific Ocean. Butl 5‘

could barely crawl

out of bed in the morning due to a
profound sadness that had settled
like a cloak over my life. I didn't like
practicing law — yet I was afraid to
leave a lucrative career to become a
starving artist. I decided to take a
sabbatical, and I imposed only one
rule during my time off: Listen. Not
to others or to the voices in my brain,
but to that inner core I'd been ignor-
ing. When I was tired, I would sleep;
I'd eat when hungry; take a walk
when [ needed fresh air. And I tried
yoga again.

This time I attended a two-day
introductory workshop. My new
instructor took things slowly. She
showed the class Puppy Dog instead
of Downward Facing Dog and dem-
onstrated a variation of Tree pose for
those of us struggling to find our bal-
ance. She explained that most people
attend their first yoga class with their
bodies in a tight lump (she made
a fist when she said this) and their
minds scattered in a million pieces
(here, she threw her hands open).
Yoga teaches the opposite. It helps
your mind slow down and come to-

gether so that each piece of
your body can become free.
I liked that notion. It
sounded gentle and fluid.
Instead of being pulled in
all different directions, pris-
oner to my anxious thoughts,
I could develop a peace of
mind so that each part of me
could live out its true pur-
pose. Wasn't that what I was
trying to do on my sabbatical?
It seemed to be working. I'd
found a stillness in my life that
I'd never known before. And I
was no longer afraid to pur-
sue the career I really wanted.
When my inner voice said write,
I finally listened.
Months have passed since
I switched jobs, and I'm still
practicing yoga. On the way to
class the other day, I realized my
shoulders are no longer hunched
up next to my ears as they’d been
for so many years. When I unrolled
my mat on the studio’s wood floor,
I'was glad for the chance to loosen
more knots — not only those in my
body, but those in my soul. Maybe I
am a budding yogi after all.
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