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Make room for spontaneity to keep your yoga passion and creativity firing forever.
By Julian Daizan Skinner

Over my 30-year yoga journey my greatest
teacher has been the body. Learning to trust
this teacher arose (appropriately enough)
spontaneously during my early years living
in a Zen monastery.

Monastery life was anything but
spontaneous. Posture and alignment were
rigidly emphasised, in sitting as well as in
movement and even in the simple acts of
daily life. | lived with the other young monks
in the meditation hall so there was almost
no privacy.

The intense practice was causing my
system to open up energetically. My body
started developing an overwhelming urge
to release and move. | had to hide in the
bathroom, among the trees, anywhere |
could be unseen and let it happen; and
happen it did. | was amazed at the precision
of the impulse in my body, moving me in
exactly the way it needed for release. And
the journey continues. From then till now 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
yogic alignment work. In fact, | think of

it as a source of alignment. In discussing

the relationship of these two approaches,
Wisconsin yoga and meditation teacher,
Betsy Rabjor 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. In the Journal
of Authentic Movement and Somatic Enquiry
(2012/01/02), psychotherapist and yogini
Joan S. Harrigan writes that this practice
will, “purge and purify the subtle system
from toxins...I’'m talking about negative
thought patterns. In a time of trauma or
life shock, what we experience around that
goes deep into our system. Itis stored in our
molecules; it is stored in our muscles; it is
stored in our organ systems.”

In his book, Buddhist Yoga, Japanese
author Rev. Kanjitsu lijima describes this

practice, calling it “Divine Exercise”, writing:
“This is the most authentic yoga exercise.”

In the modern world perhaps the most
prominent practitioner of spontaneous yoga
was Swami Kripalvananda (1913-1981).
Known to spend 10 hours a day engaged in
this practice, he discussed how this work
tended to interiorise: “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.”

I've found that this kind of practice is not
only transformative but opens wellsprings of
deep joy. In Japan, my Zen teacher took me
to lwatakisan, a mountain about 10 km from
our temple where the famous seventeenth
century Zen master Hakuin spent almost
two years in solitary retreat.

Writing about this time, Hakuin notes:
“How many times did | jump up and
jubilantly dance around oblivious of all
else.. As for sitting, sitting is something that
should include fits of ecstatic laughter...
brayings that make you slump to the ground
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hakuin describes how in the early stages
fhis retreat, many fearful experiences
srose. But through continuing the practice
ihese feelings resolved and he reached a

oint where for the rest of his life he never
again felt fear. Zen master Shinzan, my
reacher, as ayoung monk practiced in a
smilar way alone on this mountain and he
wanted me to experience it too.

In our Zenways yoga teacher training
weinclude a period of spontaneous yoga
every day. We've found it gives the new
teacher access to a source of renewal and
inspiration that is truly inexhaustible.
Ireccommend you explore tapping into
the wisdom and vitality of your body. In
embarking on this journey here are some
tips that others have found useful:

t time and space
Life is so busy these days. You need an
undisturbed quiet room and some time.
Some of our teachers find a daily period,
perhaps 10 or 15 minutes works well,
others include a spontaneous practice once
aweek where they give it an hour or more.
Irecommend setting an alarm so you don’t
have to keep checking the time.
tart to move
Tostart, it can help to stand and centre
your attention on the central energy point,
three-fingers’ width below the navel in the
centre of the belly known as ‘tanden’ in
Japanese. Then gently sway from side-to-
side, or find some other simple movement,
and then just let things take off from
there. While the body may move quite
strongly, you may equally find your system
tending towards stillness or very subtle
Movements.
lore the edge
When you're familiarising yourself with the
spontaneous movement zone, it’s helpful
o come in and out of it several times. We
lhave something of an inner control freak
and when we’re confident we can retake
©nscious control any time, it becomes
€asier to fully let go. Similarly, any time the
¢elings or experiences seem too strong,
Joucan always take a break.
n’t expect

Each time you enter this spontaneous zone
Shew and fresh. Just invite the wisdom of
¥our body to take over and enjoy. Don'ttrY
to replay the past or anticipate what needs
®happen, Fundamentally we’re dealing
Yith a practice of surrender.
i rop in a question et

e dropping a pebble into a pool, Y°
¥k a question like: “What needs to happen

: rE-aligp this shoulder»
nea deta dlfference in ter. :
€d to learn rj
ght
you need to know, \2/?1
mfallibleyou can. b

€ BIs eve,
'esponse to com Xpect a deeply v r 7
fou“t . €} SOmetim se
ain of '€sponses €s 3 Veritable Z E

- Be SUrprised

Yo.ur body often ——

In illustrating th

adventure, Sri Aurobi
2 urob
Ramakrishna 3 indo

notable yogi
e oy e e
Narada, who was known:o Ra&ir:age’

: hotline
the fore’st and caawas Jale thl’?ugh
beneath a tree inme T“C;'.OSS S
stillness that Suc' s and fhed

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. This one was joyfully dancing,
the currents rippling through his body,
mirroring the flow of life around him.
“Narada,” he laughingly called out, “Please
grant me a boon. Please ask how long
before | achieve complete liberation?”

Narada agreed to ask for him and
walked on.

Some time later, Narada came upon the
first yogi, still sitting fiercely. “How long,
Narada, how long?” He asked. &
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complete liberati .
“Four lifetimes!” shouted the yogt
“| curse the heavens.” Through. his
resentment and anger the yog! hurled
himself into hell.
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