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The heart of yoga teaching.

“The yogi is a seeker after stillness”
. 
The content of this article is inspired by the proposals of two great yoga masters I was lucky enough to meet: The Indian teacher, the yogi Gyanander who leads an ashram (a yoga center) in Perugia and the teacher Antonio Nuzzo who runs a center in Rome.
 

The Yoga Day is celebrated in June worldwide. It was introduced by the Indian Prime Minister H.E. Narendra Modi, who aimed at promoting yoga as a beacon of Indian culture and emphasizing the original contents of this discipline.

Yoga is an ancient mental, physical and spiritual science. It is the science of the Self which originates from the ancient rishis (wise men) of India and is handed down from master to disciple over the centuries. Yoga does not apply to the mind or the body; the mind and the body are only the means to attain the realization of the true Self or of the Universal Spirit. Yoga gives us the tools to achieve this state through hard work that can last for years or even a life (or several lives if you believe in reincarnation). The two energies within us - Shakti (energy) and Shiva (awareness)
 - will be united and result in the loss of individuality: thus, everything will become Self.
Unfortunately, yoga is seen only as a body exercise nowadays, and a person is seen as composed of many separate entities (body, mind, spirit). Yoga, on the other hand, is a spiritual way that involves the person as a whole. There are two dimensions in a human being: life and spiritual path that often do not meet. We are obliged to participate in the dance of life because we have children, a partner, a job, etc ... but when we are on the mat, we only need to learn how to shut off and enter into a deep inner research. It is on the mat that we must strictly apply the rules, and in order to get acquainted with them, we must read every single sutra
. 
There should not be any obsessive search for yoga in the everyday life; otherwise, life would become sterile and yoga would turn into an anesthetic. Through this article I will attempt to draw the boundaries within which, in my opinion, a yoga practice can be set.

Yoga allows to realize that acting through the body and coming into harmony with it, is a direct, simple and intuitive way to reach an inner silence. Silence, slowness, gentleness, caution, respect are the real fragments of the DNA of yoga. Indeed, the essential elements of a yoga practice are: 

1. the stillness of the position, 

2. the ability to teach yoga to ourselves, 
3. the contemporary approach to various aspects of yoga (asthanga yoga), 
4. the importance of mantra (the repetition of a sound) and pranayama (the control of vital energy through breathing) during the practice to try and get in touch with our unconscious part, 
5. the reference to the classical texts of yoga.
Point 1.  Yoga makes us travel from motion to stillness, it lets us enter into a new space.

Interaction with the outside world and dynamism characterize the human being from birth and throughout the whole life. In this interaction, very fast and dynamic relationships are established, especially today, in the social media world. Unfortunately, the modern individual has included yoga in these dynamics. However, dynamic movement acts as a buffer between the world and yoga. In a yoga practice, dynamic movement makes sense only if we aim at the state of stillness, where it will be possible to enjoy it. 
 It is essential that, when in the yoga position, we endeavour to purify the mind and enjoy the present moment. To purify the mind means to free oneself from the demon of self-centeredness and from mental mechanisms. When we are in a position (asana) we have to realize that we are not searching for anything, instead, we are satisfied, we accept life as it is, we stop asking and we gradually get used to impermanence. Even the result which we have acquired in the positions (asana), sooner or later will be lost. We have to learn how to relate to our body which expresses the Unconscious through the positions. The mind (the consciousness) pushes us sometimes to go beyond our physical possibilities and bend the body in order to impose its decisions on the Unconscious; this way conflict and rigidity will arise. Practicing yoga is a way to try and erase the Ego. Sin is to desire the fruit of our actions also during the practice. The attempt to assume certain positions increases the Ego (ahamkara). Hatha yoga is the most difficult spiritual way because the Ego is easily identified with the body. Often during the practice of yoga there is the obsession of confrontation with others, the desire to improve some positions, and in this way, discomfort is cultivated. If the mind would listen to the body, the egoistic dimension would be extinguished. 
For Andrè Van Lysbeth
 the positions (asanas) must have five characteristics: the position must be static, held for long duration, with the elimination of unnecessary efforts, the rhythm of the breath must be constant and harmonious, and there must be an extension of consciousness. The teaching style of a true teacher is to give only some voice instructions on the postures that are to be kept, minimum instructions, leaving everyone free to move the bodies according to one’s feeling. A teacher rarely corrects a wrong position. This choice creates a huge space that everyone can fill in, there is no right or wrong position, but only the correct position for you. In yoga we must strive not to look at the result of the practice and the exercises always take us to the same point: to nowhere.
Point 2. Everyone has his/her yoga. 
It is important to find a good teacher, but it is equally important to understand in what state of agitation and mental dispersion we find ourselves. Teaching yoga to oneself is NOT easy.
We must change the way we relate to ourselves when practicing yoga. The teacher does not know the state in which we are when we do a position or when we do a pranayama exercise. The yoga session must be a laboratory of new consciousness. If the unconscious manifests a limit in a position or in a breathing exercise, this is for our well-being. We must learn how to develop a loving relationship with ourselves, with our heart in peace; only in this condition can we go towards a reconciliation with the unconscious.

If we reshape the ego, we will be at peace with the people we will relate to. During the positions we must not use violence against ourselves, we must tell the truth to ourselves, recognize our intentions, eliminate the haste and, grasp the sensations of the mind. During the practice of the asanas we must expand the consciousness to the whole body and not stop at the particular part that is subjected to effort.

Point 3. A topic about some confusion in the West regarding yoga is dealt with in Patanjali's book "Yoga sutra". In his work he speaks about eight steps of yoga called ashtanga yoga. These eight steps are: yama, niyama, asana, pranayama, pratyhara, dharana, dhyana and samadhi.

1. Yama. Rules of moral behavior that a Yogi must adopt in social life (non-violence, sincerity, honesty, etc.);

2. Niyama. Rules of conduct (study of texts, discipline, etc.);

3. Asana. Regular practice of Yoga positions;

4. Pranayama. Application of breathing techniques to manage life energy;

5. Pratyahara. Deep introspection, withdrawal from worldly life;

6. Dharana. Inner concentration and visualization;

7. Dhyana. Practice of meditation;

8. Samadhi. It represents the ultimate goal of Yoga, or the attainment of a state where we are in communion with the universal Self.

It is believed that there are many types of yoga corresponding to the 8 steps and that the different steps can be taught separately. These eight aspects (ashtanga also means limbs) must be carried forward simultaneously. Gymnastic exercises are not part of yoga because they produce a dispersion of energy and damage the body. What is done in the West under the name of Patanjali is precisely in contrast with the vision of yoga because both in the work of Patanjali or in any other yoga book
 there is not a single verse that speaks of yoga positions made of movement. In his book Patanjali writes about the asanas (2:46) "The position that can be maintained for a long time, motionless without pain, that quickly leads you to success in your practices, is called asana".
Point 4. Yoga incorporates different practices that do not directly affect the body, but rather the balance of the mind.

Mantra and pranayama are important practices in yoga that act on the psychophysical balance. Kirtan, which is based on the repetition of various mantras accompanied by sounds of musical instruments, is a moment of liberation of emotions and of encounter with the unconscious, and with the hidden side of one's own self. Western people thought that the mantra had to do with religious deities but it is not so. The mantra has nothing to do with religions, it is only a meaningless word. Mantras are expressions of transcendent awareness in the form of sound
. 
These sounds were not produced by a living being but were heard in a very deep meditative samadhi state by the ancient wise men  (rishi). According to tradition, initiation into the mantra is given by the master. A mantra can never be bought or sold, because a mantra obtained in this way will never have any effect on awareness.
Breath is the space in which the conscious interacts with the unconscious.
 The rhythm of breathing brings consciousness into a subtle world, a place made of energy flows, the essence of vitality. It takes us from matter, a world filled by the five senses, to a subtle life, to the prana which is life energy. Pranayama is the pivot around which change is built. Pranayama practice allows to create subtle processes that will lead to a change of the unconscious.
The meditative state arises when we reach a balance between conscious and unconscious. Pranayama helps to build the conscious meditative state and helps to get to a state of peace, of total quietness, in a non reactive mental state but very welcoming. Practicing yoga is acquiring peace, tasting without reacting the air that enters into the body, perceiving the different temperature of the air that enters and exits by the nostrils, falling in love with the small perceptions that you feel. 
Once, I met a swami (a spiritual teacher, a Hindu priest) in India who gave me a practice to do; while I was practicing, he was carefully observing the rhythm of my breathing and my stillness which are important indicators for understanding the mental state of a person. 

Point 5. "Yoga is not a sport, nor an activity, but a thousand-year old discipline that we, twentieth-century men have reinterpreted - underlines the teacher Antonio Nuzzo. For this reason, in order to understand yoga, we should study the ancient texts, understand them and apply them to the practice that must be adapted to our era".

The texts that can help to understand yoga are the following: 
"Yoga sutras" by Patañjali, which were written between the 2nd century BC or between the 3rd and 6th century AD (text repeatedly mentioned in the article);   
"The Bhavagad-Gita" or the song of the Blessed is the sixth book of the poem Mahabharata
 and illustrates Krishna's teaching of yoga to Arjuna. It was written between the 3rd century BC and the 2nd century AD. 
To these two books are added the classical tantric yoga texts which date back to the eighth century AD 
 that are:  Hata Yoga Pradipika,  Gheranda Samitha,  Shiva Samitha.
In these texts are illustrated the asana and the exercises of pranayama, shatkarma
, bandha
 e mudra
 
I shall conclude with a sentence by Carlo Patrian
: “Share everything, always, do not hold secrets or anything just for you. Yoga lives in the spirit of sharing, help others understand". 

Author: Cesare Maramici. He is a member of the Human Values ​​Group, he teaches yoga at the FAO.
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� Antonio Nuzzo, some sentences are taken from a series of conferences in the period between October 2017 and February 2018.


� For information on the teacher Gyanander see http://www.casayog.com, to get information on the master Antonio Nuzzo see http://www.centrostudiyogaroma.com/antonio-nuzzo.


� One of Narendra Modi's initiative was to request that the United Nations declare an official day to celebrate yoga as a practice that promotes the well-being and progress of the whole world. The motion was therefore approved in 2014 with great enthusiasm by 177 countries belonging to the UN, including 47 of the Islamic religion, confirming that yoga is a transversal discipline, which is able to unite human beings of the most diverse cultures and religions.


� Shiva and Shakti symbolize the two opposite polarities, two absolute and eternal principles: the Masculine and the Feminine. The consideration of these traditions is that everything in the universe arises from sexual energy, from the conjunction and fusion of polar opposites.


� Sutra in its original sense indicates a "short phrase", an "aphorism". Used in Indian culture to mean a set of teachings expressed briefly and concisely.





� André Van Lysebeth (1919 – 2004) he was one of the pioneers of yoga in the West. He wrote several works on yoga. His books have been translated into dozens of languages.


� See texts that are shown later in point 5.


� Definition taken from the Casa Yog site.


�  From the series of lectures given by Maestro Antonio Nuzzo on pranayama (November 2017 - February 2018).


� The poem illustrates the fighting between two Indian families the Pandavas and the Kauravas.


� Le perle del Tantra”, curated by David Donnini, Ed. Erre Emme, Grotte di Castro (VT) 1996.


� Shatkarma are purification techniques in yoga, a practice considered fundamental in hatha yoga, in fact in India many teachers do not start their students with any technique of Yoga, and especially of pranayama, if they have not mastered these purifications before. 


� By bandha we mean muscular contractions that serve to convey energy to a specific point of the body to prevent dispersion.


� Mudra is a Sanskrit word which literally means "seal", "gesture". In yoga, mudras are symbolic gestures often practiced with hands and fingers that facilitate the flow of energy through the body, thus helping and encouraging meditative practices.


� Carlo Patrian (1930 – 2005). He was one of the pioneers of yoga in Italy.
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