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Introduction



Chances are you have, have had, or are in the process of establishing or are hoping to create a personal daily yoga practice—a sadhana. A daily yoga practice, or sadhana, is carried out by yogis and yoginis throughout the world every day. A “Yoga in America” study released by Yoga Journal in 2008 reported that 15.8 million people in the United States practice yoga[1] while the North American Studio Alliance website estimates the number is higher at potentially 30 million practitioners in the states.[2] Through all these statistics though, one point remains; these people, that is, perhaps you and I, practice yoga and they (we) are considered to be yoga students.

Within Western culture, our knowledge of yoga and yoga practices has been somewhat shaped by lessons and insights provided and shared by often well-known yoga teachers. The Yoga Journal study also reported that the yoga industry in the United States alone generates $5.7 billion a year[3] through yoga classes, media and products. Yet throughout all the yoga courses I have completed, the one constant and consistent message from all teachers has been this: “You have to maintain your own daily practice—honor your sadhana.”

However, the same teachers have not elaborated on or spoken to how they came to develop their own sadhana. They did not share in detail why they picked one tradition of yoga over another or how they may have amended aspects of that tradition over their years of practice to suit their needs. They either have not had the opportunity to offer guidance or have offered conflicting guidance on how to best find the most suitable personal practice. They also did not share information about why they decided to devise a very individualistic yoga practice that they change from day to day or season to season or advise how to best adapt your own sadhana throughout your own life and yoga journey. 

I don’t think these teachers were necessarily unwilling to share their experience. I think it is more that students can be (and I certainly was) too intimidated to ask their teachers about their respective individual sadhana; it is a personal practice. In these teachers’ defence, who I am sure most likely would not want to intimidate their students in anyway, they are usually presenting a particular workshop or class to inform students about a specific tradition or application of yoga. Although instructors might offer their own perspective on an aspect of yoga, they aren’t usually presenting information specifically about themselves.

The idea for Sharing Sadhana came to me while practicing yoga (it really did). Finding and committing yourself to a particular yoga tradition’s daily discipline or finding the confidence and dedication to create your own yoga practice can be challenging to new yoga students, while it can become an essential part of everyday to people with an established practice. I struggled to cultivate my own sadhana, but eventually, with a bit of determination, a lot of practice and in spite of ill-timed waves and instances of self-doubt, illness, responsibilities, and daily time constraints, it came. However, it was accompanied by the epiphany that if I complete my personal practice, I feel great. Not to seem negative, but the flip side to this equation is that when I do not complete it, I do not feel as great. (I somehow missed that caveat on my yoga class waiver).

The main focus of creating Sharing Sadhana was to consult with prominent and experienced yoga teachers and therapists in the Western yoga world and to offer a means for these experienced practitioners to share their own development of sadhana, to provide insights into their own personal yoga journey as well as sadhana guidance and inspiration to new and seasoned yoga practitioners. For the sake of conciseness and clarity the content of the conversations was edited into a more readable format for the purpose of this book.

In the chapters of this book, I take the word sadhana to mean what the individuals interviewed explain it means to them. When I began my yoga teacher training, the first yoga instructors I had referred to sadhana as both our path and our daily practice. When I speak of sadhana in this book that is the meaning I adhere to. However, on a daily basis in my own North American suburban home, neither term is used—yoga is typically referred to in the possessive sense, for example, “Did you do your yoga this morning?” “Leave Mom alone; she’s doing her yoga.” “Mom, are you still doing your yoga?” “I’m going to do my yoga; if you need anything, ask Dad.” Do I make lifestyle choices on a daily and bigger-picture basis that will affect my sadhana? Yes, but the reverse is also true. I feel my personal practice has blossomed and changed the way I live my life and respond to events and non-events alike on my own path for the better, and it helps guide me in a positive way. 

Yoga was historically taught by, and practiced by men. Yet according to the 2008 “Yoga in America” study, by far the majority of yoga practitioners in North America are women—some 72.2 percent.[4] In Sharing Sadhana, I have purposely interviewed and gained perspectives from both men and women not because I think yoga should be viewed through a gender lens but rather with the aim of promoting balance within the scope of the included teachers. I also decided to interview teachers who sought out and/or discovered and who are dedicated to a particular school or tradition of yoga and, alternatively, those who, having completed much in the way of personal practice and yoga training, have gleaned influence from many sources, blended that into a yogic application for themselves, and gone on to share the strategies and tactics of their yoga practice with others.

The chapters of this book are focussed on teachers who are considered to be North American, that is, yogis and yoginis who are prominent within the Western yoga field. They may have visited or lived in India and/or many other places around the globe, but ultimately they are from or have settled in North America and are currently shaping yoga for Western practitioners through workshops, teacher trainings, retreats, CDs, DVDs, books, podcasts, articles, and so on. Perhaps once too they were just your “average Joe” or your “average Joanne” living in a rural area, in middle-class suburbia, or in an urban high-rise apartment, yet something occurred in their lives that led them to yoga within their North American existence, and they managed or actively sought to carve out a sadhana for themselves. 

The first question I asked of all the yoga practitioners interviewed was, “What does sadhana mean to you?” and the conversation and resulting chapter and book evolved from there. Rabindranath Tagore, in Sadhana: The Realization of Life, states, “It is best for the commerce of the spirit that people differently situated should bring their different products into the market of humanity, each of which is complementary and necessary to the others,”[5] and that in essence is the spirit of this text: sharing. 

My goal was not to compare, prescribe, or dictate how a sadhana should look or be expressed or experienced in any way. It is simply to share information about individual experiences of personal yoga practice—to provide insights and inspiration that could perhaps illuminate what is already inside of you, and encourage all of us to take ownership of our sadhana with truth and compassion.

I have been questioned by friends about the use of the word sadhana in the title. I don’t think yoga is going to disappear from our cultural realm anytime soon and I think it can be advantageous to at least become comfortable or at ease with it. Similar to visiting a foreign language–speaking country, I wouldn’t typically spend years studying for a BA (Hons) degree in that language before I plan my trip. But it would be helpful to learn a few of the key terms that will help me communicate with the people I come into contact with on that journey and help enrich my whole experience of that culture I am exploring. 

Language has a vibration and ultimately, on this issue, I refer to my son, who pointed out to me one day, “You know that om thing you say. Om is what everyone in the world says when they don’t know what to say.” Sadhana helps us to be a little more mindful in those moments. Namaste.

NOTES

 1.  “Yoga Journal Releases 2008 ‘Yoga in America’ Market Study,” Yoga Journal, press release, http://www.yogajournal.com/advertise/press_releases/10, February 26, 2008.

 2.  “A Growing Profession: 70,000 Yoga Teachers Estimated by NAMASTA,” North American Studio Alliance, http://www.namasta.com/pressresources.php, April 12, 2005.

 3.  “Yoga Journal Releases 2008 ‘Yoga in America’ Market Study,”

 4.  “Yoga Journal Releases 2008 ‘Yoga in America’ Market Study,”

 5.  Rabindranath Tagore, Sadhana: The Realization of Life (Minneapolis: Filiquarian Publishing, 2006), 14.


Chapter One

Paul Grilley



Paul Grilley is responsible for creating the Anatomy for Yoga DVD, the Chakra Theory and Meditation DVD, and the Yin Yoga practice DVD and book, and he provides related international teacher training programs and workshops. His comprehensive approach to yoga blends his knowledge of anatomy and physical movement with Eastern philosophy and yoga principles. 

Thus, we have a paradox: Paul Grilley is a very self-aware and mindful individual who makes conscious choices about whether to include aspects of spirituality in his classes, DVDs, books, teacher trainings, and workshops. Paul’s Yin Yoga trainings and supporting materials have led to him often becoming associated with the importance of understanding anatomy as a yoga teacher and practitioner. However, his advanced level of teacher training and more recent Chakra Theory and Meditation DVD and related training are of a more spiritual inclination and may even surprise some people who are used to associating Paul Grilley with the more anatomical attributes of yoga. As Paul himself declares, “Sometimes people are shocked at the level of learning and literature and philosophy that I have behind me because I don’t bring it forward in a yoga class.”

Paul Grilley was the first interview I scheduled and completed for this book. Related to this point, I will unashamedly reveal that I’m a bit of a control freak, if you can actually be described as only partially being of that mind-set. One of the reasons I was attracted to my now husband was that he is one of the few people I have met with a tighter itinerary and sturdier organizational skills than myself. I joked that he was “just like me, except 10 percent more so.” To qualify being held in this regard by me, he has, in his past, completed military training and used to guard the Canadian Governor General’s home in Ottawa; the man’s shoes are always polished. 

For this, my first interview, I had three methods of recording our conversation prepared, questions listed and printed, and backup pens. I had requested that my overseas relatives not call and had plans of containment for the family cat. However, I hadn’t planned on karma—my karma. Maybe inadvertently it was Paul’s fault; perhaps his heightened spiritual energy kicked my karma into gear. Whether Mr. Grilley was to blame or not, karma was at play. I was so busy being organized that I forgot to be organized. When Paul called through on the computer, I was peeling mushrooms in the kitchen, not professionally sitting in prepared expectation. Having skipped breakfast and just returned from a rather sweat-inducing yoga class, I had my mind-set on eating, showering, and meditating, all in time for locking the cat in the laundry room before what I thought was the scheduled time for our interview. As it happened, I mixed up the time zones. 

“Hi there, I called you by accident. I was just trying to get set up,” greeted Paul when I pushed the answer button. I couldn’t very well push the decline button, could I? Although it was tempting, I hadn’t even brushed my hair. The karma continued: “Would you like to call back?” I asked hopefully. I was very grateful then—and still am—for Paul taking the time out of his schedule for the interview and the wonderful insights that he was open to sharing, but I wanted to look my professional yoga teacher/writer person best. Instead, my being caught unawares had resulted in what I can only describe as a feeling that even my eyelids were spontaneously and uncontrollably sweating. I have only ever experienced a worse incident of nervous-induced sweating once before, and that was the day I met my now in-laws for the first time. Thankfully, the interview with Paul did not bring about a relentless sweating in my palms (apparently only my mother-in-law, who is actually, it turns out, very sweet, can do that).“No we’re good, I’m ready,” he replied. I smiled. Inside I was aagghhhhing. Yes, that is a word because it was what I was doing at that very moment, albeit internally, while I gathered together notebooks, pens, and recording devices.

Yet Paul’s manner put me at ease right away, the calmness of his presence filling my office no doubt in some way fueled by the deep, internally focused meditation Paul completes as part of his sadhana with his wife Suzee each day. “We meditate every day, and there is a slight breadth of options available to the meditation. There are various ways that we draw our energies inward to the spine that does vary from week to week, month to month. The meditation is daily; the precise, specific technique does vary somewhat. I play basketball every day as a professional and every team I play against is different, but my goal is the same: beat this guy and put the ball in the hoop. However, one day I need to go over him, the next day around him, the next day I need to pass the ball to my teammate—the goal is the same every day. It isn’t like there’s one technique, and I do it six times, and then I change. To me that is a dead sadhana.”

Life within sadhana and sadhana within life seems key to Paul and indisputably linked. When Paul first came to understand the term sadhana, it didn’t seem unfathomably grueling or unattainable. Instead, it offered a positive objective. As Paul explains, “It didn’t feel overwhelming, it felt like it gave a purpose and a meaning to life, which I think is about as big a thing as you can say about anything. It was instantly tied in with the notion that there is a possibility of spiritual advancement.”

Paul discovered this knowledge of spiritual purpose through study: both self-study and the study of philosophical texts. “I was interested in human potential, and I dabbled in things in early high school like training your memory. I’d read about how people under hypnosis could do extraordinary things. So as I was interested in the idea of human potential I found college frustrating because it didn’t talk directly to those things. I came home after a disappointing couple of years of college and made a list of things that I was actually interested in, none of which were academic courses, like mind over matter, hypnosis, memory training, all those things, and all of them were on the outside of academic respectability. 

“I went to the only sort of ‘off the wall’ guy in our town who I could think of who was a chiropractor thinking, ‘Well, he might have a view into things that are not ordinary.’ He made a list of three books for me, two of which were theosophical books and one was Autobiography of a Yogi. It just turned out that the theosophical books were difficult to get; this was before the Internet and Amazon. The first and easiest book to acquire was Yogananda’s Autobiography of a Yogi. I literally stayed up nights reading that book. I read every footnote—everything in that book I digested. It was an extraordinary introduction to a different way of seeing the world and seeing life. I went from having an interest in ‘What is the human potential?’ to ‘Oh my God, the human potential is infinitely greater than I was thinking.’ I would have been content to learn powers of mind over body or how to do self-hypnosis to train yourself to do different things, but then you start reading, ‘No, your goal as a human being is to unify with God and the infinite.’ It stretched my boundaries way beyond my original inclination.”

Paul considers reading Autobiography of a Yogi a pivotal moment in his life, one that ultimately led him onto the personal and professional path he is on today. The revealing of a perception of the world to which he had so far not been exposed was both astonishing and impactful. “I read that book when I was nineteen years old and the very idea that there are altered states of consciousness, that there are exalted states of spirituality, and that there are systematic techniques and pathways by which to achieve those insights was completely new to me. The notion that you could aspire to a spiritual state and that there were many long traditions about what to do to get there was a shocking revelation that no one had mentioned to me before; I was sort of stunned. It’s like coming across a view of the world that seems the most important thing in the world, and no one had talked about it previous to me reading that book. It felt like, ‘Did I miss a class in high school where this stuff was discussed?’ It isn’t like I had this idea before that there are exalted spiritual states but didn’t know how to get there. I had no idea that there were exalted spiritual states. I was raised in a fairly religious disinterested family, so I was taken aback and wowed by a complete worldview that I had no idea previously existed.”

Through study and commitment, Paul is now at a place where sadhana means something to him far more than time spent on a mat or meditating. “To me sadhana implies discipline, meaning things that you might not do because we all have inertia against changing habits. It’s easier to skip meditation, it is easier to not do certain things, it is easier to read books that are fluff than to try to crack your head open against something that is deeper and harder to understand. Every one of those steps takes a willful effort, and I think that that is sadhana. In the broader context, I think if sadhana is innately behind everything you do in your life and you remind yourself constantly ‘My goal is to progress spiritually,’ then it influences everything that you do.”

While Paul may not refer to the term of sadhana on a daily basis, he does refer to the intention of his sadhana itself. “I share my sadhana with my wife Suzee. We both innately understand the term, we just don’t sit around and say, ‘How was your sadhana?’ We say things like ‘How was meditation for you this morning?’ and we are in constant discussion with each other about how we behave particularly with other people throughout the day. We constantly review our interactions with other people, and we do it with an idea of ‘Did we behave in a way that was in accordance with our spiritual ideals?’ We act and behave in a way that is sadhana; we just don’t use the term.”

For Paul, sadhana is linked to choices you make in life. “The broader context of sadhana, to me, means your goal in life is spiritual. Sometimes frequently this means it’s at odds with advancing yourself in name, fame, and money, and so you will make decisions sometimes, not always, that are not in your best professional interest, but you determine they are in your best spiritual interest. I think if you make decisions like that, you’re doing that because you have an overarching philosophical view of the world, and if it influences your decisions in any way, then I think that you’re practicing sadhana. Otherwise, you just follow the money or you take anyone’s advice who comes along. Everyone’s got advice for you on how to live your life.”

That doesn’t mean Paul has found that to feel successful in a spiritual life, you need to not be successful in a more traditional Western way. “I don’t believe that spirituality is contradictory to success. There’s nothing wrong with being famous, there’s nothing wrong with being successful. I do not think that these are contradictory things, but sometimes the best thing to do spiritually might not be the best thing to do financially. Sometimes they’ll converge. I think that is a definition of sadhana: where every decision you make is somehow framed or considered relative to sadhana because otherwise we wouldn’t consider them.”

However ingrained sadhana is in Paul’s life, there was a conscious effort to cultivate and realize his personal practice through the application of self-discipline. As he explains, “In spite of having a hatha yoga practice from the beginning, it was not easy for me to sit. When I found a way to sit and be comfortable, I thought, ‘Wow, this is amazing.’ There have been many, many little things like that that knock away internal hindrances that you’re not always aware are there. For the first eight to ten years, I was trying to get my house in order in terms of ‘What do I do externally, and when do I legitimately carve out time in my day that’s not professionally or family oriented and sit down and do my practice?’ I think that was the biggest struggle.”

However, literature helped provide Paul with sadhana guidance. “I think much in the beginning was reading and rereading inspirational materials about what you should do with your life. I don’t think that’s a waste of time. I think it’s a necessary thing to do, but thank God I’m at a place now where I don’t need to read material to inspire me to sit and do my practice; the practice itself is rewarding. I was feeding my mind and feeding my conceptions of what is the best way to live your life, but I was twenty-something, I was trying to find a job, trying to earn a living, trying to find a mate. There’s a lot going on in your life, and so it took me a long time to get from ‘This is what you should be doing’ to ‘Hey, I’m doing it.’ ”

When you are redefining yourself in that way, sometimes, not always, the change can be a struggle both for yourself and for others. Myself and other people I know who have chosen a more spiritual or more self-aware yogic path are sometimes criticized and encouraged to slip back into old habits by both casual acquaintances and people they love. My personal “favorite” is the friend who tells me over and over, “You’re boring now.” I know the life I have led and lead, and it’s truly anything but boring. There was a point early on in my yoga studies, though, where get-togethers and invitations to events made me anxious, and I would obsess on points such as, “How will people react if I don’t drink alcohol with them because I want to get up early tomorrow and do my yoga practice?”

Paul can relate to this kind of situation but encourages staying true to yourself and your lifestyle choices. “Meditation is the ultimate, iconic effort to control our minds and our reactions, but we can make an effort to control our mind and our reactions every instant of our life. If you decide ‘I’m going to go out with my friends and show them that I’m a normal, beer-drinking, backslapping guy just like them,’ that’s okay. But if you go out and party like that and do some things that are innately against what you believe, for example, flirting with women when you’re a married man or doing drugs when you really don’t do drugs, then you’ve abandoned your sadhana. But if you can go out and do that and be true to your moral convictions you’re still involved in your sadhana. Is it the ultimate sitting down and controlling your mind? No, because you’re distracted by a hundred different things, but it’s not an abandoning of your sadhana to not do meditation. It’s an abandoning of your sadhana if you get up and go do something other than meditate, then you just throw out the window all considerations of what your broader purpose in life is.”

Paul’s studies led to him joining Paramahansa Yogananda’s Self-Realization Fellowship, followed by a gradual migration toward the teachings of Dr. Hiroshi Motoyama. Although, there was more of a combining component to that progression, as Paul explains. “Dr. Motoyama’s teachings are, in my mind, completely compatible with Yogananda’s teachings, but part and parcel of Dr. Motoyama’s teachings are everybody’s different, everybody’s karma is different, everyone’s energetic body is different. Though the principles are the same, the specific techniques and schedules and practices and environments in which they are practiced are going to vary. You’ve got to keep your eye on the prize. When a certain set of techniques and practices are no longer producing results for you that are desirable, then you have to have the courage to change.”

Although it seems for Paul that his spirituality, philosophy, and lifestyle are certainly intertwined, with sadhana being an expression and an affirmation of that, he believes that we are suited to change. However, change in our lives can at times be difficult both for ourselves and for others. As Paul explains, “One of the conflicts that I had with the Self-Realization Fellowship was a constant haranguing of me about how hatha yoga is not the true spiritual path, hatha yoga is going to seduce you away from the spiritual path, hatha yoga is going to strengthen your ego. I would hear that all the time. Yet Yogananda taught hatha yoga to his disciples and demonstrated hatha yoga postures. Somehow in the modern interpretation that’s been forgotten, and every time I would talk to someone in my sangha, my group of people, and say, ‘I teach hatha yoga,’ they would respond, ‘Oh, really? Is that what you do? You need to be careful with that.’ I could not buy into what those people were telling me my religion was saying about my profession. I don’t think there was a spiritual cabal and everyone was plotting to undermine me, but this is what the circumstances of my life brought me to confront.”

Through working through this sense of conflict, Paul’s sadhana continued to evolve and began to take a different direction. “I slowly made my way out of the guru/disciple paradigm and into a more Western egalitarian academic paradigm, which, for all of its faults, I think is a safer way to share and create a sangha on spiritual ideas.”

In terms of seeking that guidance for your own spiritual path, Paul advises letting your own requirements as a student determine your method of learning. “I think that different human beings have different capacities and tendencies. Some people hate school, hate classrooms, hate groups, and study better on their own. Other people love school, love classrooms, love groups, and feel lonely by themselves.”

Paul also recommends letting apt literature continue to inform your practice. “Constantly reading works that people wrote who have preceded us in these endeavors is the smartest thing you can possibly do.” 

Though Paul advises being mindful of what you might choose to read. “Patanjali put the word ‘swadhyaya’ in his list of niyamas as an important thing. The mind needs to eat, you need to feed it. You can either pick junk food from TV and newspapers and inane casual conversation, or you can feed it little hard facts to chew on: spiritual phrases, spiritual books, poetry pointing to a higher ideal. If that’s all you feed your mind for years and years and years, hopefully there’s going to come a day when there isn’t much room in your mind for the other stuff, and that’s going to be a good day.”

Yet Paul believes that you need to ensure your practice does not become so studied, structured and dogmatic that it becomes mindless routine. “All of the techniques, all of the prayers, all of the efforts are meant to expose us to altered states of consciousness that eventually will be our natural states of consciousness. Our goal is not to do as many pranayamas in this lifetime as we can. The goal for this life is not to see how many hours we can sit. The goal in this life is to achieve an exalted awareness of the presence of God in all things. Techniques are simply suggested ways to get there. In the end it’s not about the technique, it’s about a heartfelt awareness of God’s presence everywhere at all times. If we become successful in our lives, all it will take is a turn of our thoughts, a turn of our mind, a whispered prayer, a silent affirmation, and we will move ourselves into that exalted state that took years to achieve the first time, but the second time was easier, the third time was easier, and the tenth time was even easier.”

Whether that exalted state for you is a connection with God, Buddha, Mother Nature, Gaia, Jesus, energy, the universe, nature, yourself or a connection to something indescribable, Paul explains that we ultimately experience a paradox: the outside world will become clearer when we look inside. “It’s innately appealing to me that the search for God has to be inside you. Is there a reflection of God in the outer world? Yes, of course, but I know people who all their life have their eyes and ears open to the outer world, and it doesn’t lead them to spirituality. Whereas I do not think that the opposite is true. I do not think a wide-awake, conscious effort to cultivate healing and sensation inside of you is not going to open up spiritual doors.” 

Perhaps, though, more appropriately, rather than a paradox, this outlook is essentially yin and yang exemplified by Paul himself. The conscious time and effort Paul has strived to and continues to put into his personal practice is reflected back as a practical personal compassion, even if sometimes that is simply expressed as kind understanding toward people who are peeling mushrooms in their kitchen when their conscious efforts would be better focused elsewhere.


Chapter Two

Wade Imre Morissette



From a young age Wade Imre Morissette was drawn to music and physical movement that nurtured a spiritual connection and this inclination eventually led him to yoga. He became a certified yoga teacher and, inspired by a trip to India, began to integrate his love for music and yoga through practicing mantra, chanting, and kirtan, now a key element of his yoga teachings. Wade has created numerous music and chant recordings for yoga, including the CDs Yoga Music Flows (vols. 1 and 2), Strong as Diamonds, Sargam Scales of Music, and Maha Moha—The Great Delusion. He is also the author of Transformative Yoga: 5 Keys to Unlocking Inner Bliss.

The day that I was scheduled to interview Wade, there was not a lot of joy in my mind, mostly a building sense of angst for any one of the typical reasons anyone ever has that feeling and I was longing to practice yoga. I dropped my kids off and ran a few errands, and while in my local pharmacy I began chatting to one of the staff there. She had recently started coming to a studio where I teach, and we recognized each other. Originally from India, the lady and I started talking about yoga, and she explained that as a child she didn’t practice asana but would join the adults in her family in a daily practice of chanting, mantra, and prayer. With a melancholy tone, she lamented, “I just didn’t appreciate it for what it was at the time, and although yoga classes here are refreshing and relaxing, I miss that part of it.”

Although the store is a kilometer or less from my home, I felt I wanted to run to my mat, the synchronicity of our conversation and my angst propelling me there, and simply cling to it. Instead, I practiced, creating the grounding sensation that I needed. Feelings of anxiety lingered all morning, but being somewhat subdued by my own yoga practice, I could watch it from a distance, waiting for the cloud to lift—that is, until I spoke to Wade Imre Morissette. He has three names. If I had to choose three words to describe him, they would be “joy,” “joy,” and “more joy.” You can hear it in his voice and it resonates through his words and manner, his being. Apparently the joy he expresses also causes predatory feelings of anxiety to retreat.

For Wade, joy seems inherently linked with sound and he has observed that the incorporation of mantra and music into yoga practice is becoming more popular in the Western yoga world. As Wade explains, “The kirtan movement, chanting in groups and the repetition of mantra in meditation, is definitely widespread and popular right now, and I think it’s because it is so tangible. Some people can’t sit silently; it’s impossible for certain people. The music is universal. Everyone can connect to music, it breaks down all barriers, and then you have the mantra aspect bringing them together, so you have enjoyment. Enjoyment is a big word for me; in enjoyment there is no rigidity. The music breaks down the barriers, and the mantra involves such an amazing language, and the practice of the meditation with these mantras is a great combination.”

As a result, Wade is comfortable with Sanskrit terminology when it comes to practice. “I like the word sadhana, it works for me. I think sadhana is any type of practice that helps you connect with your essence and helps you meditate and focus your mind and connect to your deeper energy. Sadhana is definitely a discipline too; there’s regularity to it. It’s a regular practice that helps you connect within.”

A creative and accomplished artist in his own right, Wade is also the twin brother of musician Alanis Morissette and not surprisingly, music plays an important part in his practice. “Music is so important to me. I can be creative with playlists and practicing with them. Music is probably at the forefront of what inspires me to practice.” 

For Wade it seems that sound in language, music, and mantra is unequivocally unified with joy and thus yoga in life, each one motivating and inspiring the other. “Joy is definitely crucial, and I always say to people, ‘I’m an artist trapped in the yoga world,’ which isn’t necessarily a bad place to be trapped in. The sadhana, the yoga, incredibly inspires creativity and imagination. My sadhana is almost a vehicle to allow me to be in better creation and expression as an artist. Whenever I am in sadhana, I’m always inspired creatively on some level.”

Humans are innately musical, and mantra and music, whether live or recorded, can help most of us in invoking a sense of inward focus or a change in mood or in bringing mindfulness into whatever we do, including sadhana. In the same way, Wade finds that practicing yoga alone or participating in a group yoga class can shape the energy of a practice. As he explains, “I definitely think group classes and a private personal practice are both incredibly beneficial. I think the key is that you are practicing whatever it is. Sometimes being in groups helps inspire you when you’re feeling not so inspired, and so I do believe in the importance of group energy to lift spirit if you need it, but I also think personal private practice is important so that you can really focus with the mind without all the distractions of the people around you. There’s a time and place for both; I’d almost recommend practicing both.”

Wade was already practicing yoga regularly when he became aware of the Sanskrit term sadhana. Although Wade did make a conscious shift toward committing himself to a path of discovery in his late teen years, on reflection he thinks his sadhana existed before that time. “When I was young, I was in competitive swimming, and I didn’t realize until I was older that that was a form of meditation, and that was the beginning of my sadhana almost. All you can hear when you swim is your breath, and so I would say my sadhana started even much earlier, but it wasn’t defined as sadhana at that point for me—it was defined as swimming.”

Yet this natural sense of sadhana helped direct Wade toward a more mindful path. “At eighteen, something shifted, and I realized that my shift was to live toward truth in whatever way that was. That’s why I was so pulled to Eastern mysticism and all the Eastern philosophies essentially, including yoga and meditation. It was definitely a progression, a shift, but there was no defining sadhana point. It’s been so changing and malleable. I know it’s with me when I’m feeling connected and inspired, and then I know it’s not with me when I’m feeling disconnected or in the darkness. It’s the perfect compass and gauge for me to know when I’m connected or not.”

Not to exhaust the musical puns or analogies, but I suppose that at times in life, slow, soft music fits and that at other times something more uplifting is in order. It’s about what’s right in the moment, just like sadhana, that makes it effective. Wade explains, “My practice means many things at different times. Sometimes it’s fatherhood, sometimes it’s being in my community, and sometimes it’s being in headstand. I’m going to attempt to do an ironman in Brazil in 2013, and there’s a lot of cardiovascular exercise involved, yet there are so many ways you can practice on focusing the mind. I like to keep my practice varied and eclectic to keep the entertainment factor high. You don’t want your practice to ever get stagnant or become a chore or a task.”

While Wade has amended his personal practice over the years to suit his needs, his experience of it has also changed as he has matured. “In my twenties my practice was very asana based. In my early thirties it was very meditation and mantra based. Now I’m getting back into the physicality of the enjoyment of movement and vinyasa and poses; it’s like a wave. In training for this triathlon I know how essential the yoga asana practice will be in terms of maintaining the suppleness so there’ll be less injury.”

Wade has found that as he grows older and changes, so too how he responds to practice also changes. “There’s a maturity as you get older where so much more happens energetically and with the mind in the poses versus when you’re in your twenties and you’re eager and you’re looking to challenge yourself and go deeper into poses. For me now, there’s more of an aspect of the mind, and I use mantra regularly as I practice, so it’s becoming more and more enjoyable as I mature.”

However, incorporating movement in to practice remains key for Wade. “What’s important for me is movement; mindful movement. Having the meditation within the movement is why I’m so attracted to mantra because you can bring mantra into movement, or you can make it meditation. Those are my two main compasses for what I offer when I travel and teach, and what I believe in and what I practice myself. Those are the two main components: meditation and movement and then music, obviously, for enjoyment.”

Wade’s practice is rooted in checking in with himself and letting his sadhana naturally evolve from there. “In Tantra philosophy it’s shakti first, then to shiva, meaning laying the foundation of listening and softening first, and then there will be spontaneous action. I’m really trying to embody that in my practice as well as when I teach. It’s all about knowing that there’s an incredible amount of power at the end of an incredible softening.”

Although he appreciates having such an ability to connect inside and find and cultivate joy, Wade still believes in the importance of sadhana guidance. “I think it’s very important to have guidance and to never stop having guidance. I still have a lot of connections to my teachers that I reach out to, and I think that’s very important. Whether it has to be one person for your whole life or you have a lot of different influences and people guiding you as you evolve, it’s very individual. Each person is going to have to figure out what that looks like for them and what they need and where they are. Finding that is so individualistic. What is common between everyone, whether you are at beginner level or advanced, is that whoever is guiding you, whoever is inspiring you, or empowering you, if those qualities are present, if this is happening, then have a hundred teachers or have one.”

Wade believes that this inner and external guidance will serve you well even when your sadhana seems unrewarding. “Pattabhi Jois had the saying, ‘Do your practice, and all is coming.’ I misconstrued that with a Western mind to mean that if I didn’t do my practice, all was going. Make sure there is always joy within when you’re practicing your sadhana. That’s why I think it has to change so quickly for some people because there is so much external change in some people’s lives. If they can get the basic tools and the knowledge and take that knowledge and bend it as their life takes twists and turns, I think that is important.”

Linking an appreciation to every moment we might experience both on and off the mat, Wade explains, “In Tantra philosophy everything is an experiment, and in that experiment we gather life experience and information. I think in consciousness there is no regret. In consciousness there’s a huge gratitude for every moment and experience, whether it be incredibly dark or incredibly light or anything in between.”

Yet Wade emphasizes that it’s always ultimately about balance. “What I’m trying to do is structure my lifestyle so I can be in quality time with my children and at the same time let my practice support that presence. That’s the ultimate goal right now, making sure there is that balance between the two. Obviously there are moments when you’re going to have to put all sadhana aside and step up and focus some more time on your child. It’s ever changing, but a balance of both is the goal.”

Sometimes, perhaps, there is a fine line between allowing your sadhana to become a mindful choice of taking your focus away from your mat and letting it be expressed as time spent with family or in your community and alternatively allowing a tamasic influence, that is, a force of sluggish inaction, imbalance you. Wade finds that having gentle lifestyle props of discipline in the form of a routine space and/or time for your sadhana can prove greatly beneficial. “Consistency in space and time is, for me, hugely important. For a lot of people, that familiarity means less thinking, and in familiarity you can soften your armor a little bit more. If a time doesn’t work, soften in that moment as well, as far as saying, ‘Well, now I need to change it or redefine it or change my perception of it.’

“It’s like you have a blueprint and you work around that blueprint. My blueprint is sixty to ninety minutes of movement-based asana. It’s very important for me physically right now to keep that physical asana happening on a daily basis. It’s important so I don’t have injuries. I think it will always change, but I believe that movement is important. Whether you are moving incredibly slowly or whether you’re doing deep vinyasa movement between poses and postures, it’s the same: the movement is the healing.”

Wade also observes that your flow of breath can help guide your practice. “The premise for the practice is: is your breath easeful or not? The movement is the vehicle for the prana.”

Yet he acknowledges that how your sadhana might look will change. “Sadhana will always have a different meaning to you. Sometimes it’s really close, and sometimes you think about what you need to do in your life to bring it back. We all move from consciousness to unconsciousness and back and forth; the sadhana helps push along the unconscious into the conscious.”

Wade has also found that a harmonious balance between discipline and joy works its own way into sadhana during the practice itself. “B.K.S. Iyengar teaches that the pose begins when you want to get out of it, for me to stay conscious in sadhana, there’s always an edge I have to play. That’s why sadhana is so important because it is the anchor, the reconnection within, with all the distractions and forces pulling you outward.”

In terms of assessing whether your sadhana practice is working for you Wade recommends looking at how your relationships are functioning. “Always make sure that your practice is helping you in cultivating relationships, in relationships with yourself, with other people and your community. I think that is an incredibly amazing gauge in knowing that your practice is working for you.”

Yet ultimately Wade’s advice for seeking out a sadhana to suit you is linked to joy. “Essentially, let your practice be something that you look forward to. Let your practice be something that grounds you. Let your practice be something that inspires you. Let it be something that you are excited to do.”

That morning I would have run to my mat if I could have. When I got to it, my personal practice grounded me as I reflected on the synchronicity of the words shared with the lady who works in my local store. Yoga broke down barriers that led us straight to a deep topic of conversation; the sounds from her childhood still resonating within her so many years later, she shared that joy.
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