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The joy of spontaneous yoga.
By Julian Daizan Skinner

om spirit 3o

magine a roomful of yogis and yoginis standing, eyes closed,
at the centre of their mats. They wait. Gradually things

begin to happen. Some of them enter even deeper stillness.
Some begin to make subtle, smooth, rhythmic movements.

. A woman at the front is forming a rapid sequence of mudras
with her fingers. Jerky spinal uncoilings are emerging from a young
woman. A man in the middle is holding what looks like a regular
Tree Eose, but it goes on for minute after minute. The practitioners
are with their own processes, not paying attention to anyone else.
This is spontaneous yoga.

; Sometimes it's not easy,” says Sarah, a Zenways yoga teacher.

But when | enter this magical place, | feel utterly alive - my body,
my emotions. everything flows. I'm literally home, one with the
universe.

This practice arose (appropriately enough) spontaneously for
me during my twenties when | lived in a Zen monastery. The life
was anything but spontaneous. Posture and alignment were rigidly
emphasised, in meditation as well as in movement, and even in the
simple acts of daily life. There was almost no privacy - | lived with
the other young monks in the meditation hall in a one metre by two
metres space for sleeping, sitting and eating.

Opening up

Things were opening up energetically. The meditation practice
was strongly focused on sitting in mountain-stillness, yet my body
started developing an overwhelming urge to move. | had to hide

in the bathroom, in the trees, anywhere | could be alone and let it
happen. And happen it did. Tensions released; old blockages freed-
up; memories and emotions arose and cleared. | was amazed at
the precision of the wisdom in my body moving me in exactly the
way | needed. And the journey continues. From then until now -
more than 25 years - a thread of this spontaneous movement has
been continuously part of my life.

I've found for myself that this moving from the inside out
complements perfectly the outside-in approach of more formal
asana work.

In discussing the relationship between these two approaches,
Wisconsin yoga and meditation teacher, Betsy Rabyor writes:
“Yoga is thought to have originated from spontaneous movements
happening to long-time meditators. In other words, the yoga
poses came afterwards as a tool or technique to hopefully get the
awakening result.”

Over the years I've experienced a powerful healing aspect to this
spontaneous work and I'm not the only one. Writing in the TJournal
of Authentic Movement and Somatic Inquiry, pfychotheraplst »and
yogini, Joan S Harrigan, says this practice will “purge arjd purify
the subtle system from toxins... I'm talking about ncganvg thought
patterns. In a time of trauma or life shock, what we experience
around that goes deep into our system. It is stored in our

molecules; it is stored in our muscles; it is stored in our

organ systems.

Spontaneous movement

And there is more. This kind of practice Vopcns wellsprings o‘f deep
In Japan, my teacher, Shinzan Roshi, took me to |watak.|san, a

Jn(:);umam where the famous 17th-century Zen master Hakuin spent

i [ treat.
<t two years in solitary re 3 . .
am\,;/(imng about this time, Hakuin notes: How many times did |
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jump up and jubilantly dance around, ol?livious of all else...A§ for
sitting, sitting is something that should include fits of ecstatic
laughter - brayings that make you slump to the ground clutching
your belly. And when you struggle to your feet after'the first
spasm passes, it should send you kneeling to earth in yet further
contortions of joy.” :

Hakuin goes on to explain how after his retreat, for the rest of
his life, he never again felt fear. As a young monk, my teacher
Shinzan Roshi practiced in a similar way, alone on this mountain,
and he wanted me to experience it too.

In the modern world perhaps the most prominent practitioner of
spontaneous yoga was Swami Kripalvananda (1913-1981). Known
to spend 10 hours a day in spontaneous practice, Kripalvananda
taught extensively in the US, where to this day, the Kripalu
Yoga Centre and Kripalvananda Yoga Institute bear his name. In
discussing how this work tends to deepen, the swami wrote: “This
spontaneous dance has two phases: external and internal. At first
the dance has external movements. Gradually these movements
cease until there is complete stillness, externally. Yet the dance
continues inside.”

Naradass tale

In illustrating this adventure, Sri Aurobindo, Swami Vivekananda,
Ramakrishna and many other great yogis from the past have told
variations of a story about an ancient Indian sage, Narada, who
was known to have a hotline to the heavens.

Once Narada was walking through the forest and he spotted a
yogi sitting beneath a tree in such fierce and fixed stillness that an
anthill had grown up around him. The yogi recognised Narada and
called out to him, “Narada, please grant me a boon. Please ask the
heavens for me, ‘How long before | achieve complete liberation?”

Narada agreed and continued walking.

Sometime later he encountered another yogi. In contrast to the
previous yogi, this one was dancing, joyful, the currents rippling
through his body a mirror of the flow of life though and around him
in the forest.

“Narada,” he laughingly called out, “Please grant me a boon.”
This yogi also wanted to know how long before he reached
complete liberation. Narada agreed to ask for him and walked on.

Some time later Narada was walking down the same forest path.
He came upon the first yogi, still sitting, encased in the anthill.
“How long, Narada? How long?” he asked.

“l asked the heavens for you,” Narada replied. “It will be four
lifetimes before your complete liberation.”

“Four lifetimes!” shouted the yoga. “I've been sat in stillness
like this year after year. | curse the heavens.” And through his
resentment and anger the yogi hurled himself into hell.

Narada walked on and encountered the dancing yogi. “How long,
Narada?” the yogi called out, “Tell me how long?”

I asked the heavens for you," Narada replied. “Look up at the
lea‘llves of the tree you're dancing beneath - that number of lives.”

Ho_w wonderfull” the yoga exclaimed. “All this time for my
beautiful practice.” Immediately he found himself embraced by the

heavgns. Wishing you great success in your spontaneous yoga
practice.

Julian inzan Skinner teaches Zen yoga and heads the Zenways
::ommumfy (zenways.org). He has trained more than 100 yoga
eachers in the UK and Europe, the US and Japan.

Photos: Elizabeth Bo
: yle (elizabethboyle.co.uk)
Yogi: Rebekah Knight (bluesparrowyoga.co.uk)

s



