
Yoga-head                                                                              By Beth Taylor   
 
 
All right, I finally did it. I started Yoga. Me -- old jock who has looked forward to daily 
cardio and exercise machines for 20 years.  
 
Yoga was not my thing – too slow, too good, too calm and peaceful. Too everything I 
was not too good at even as a kid when I sat in Quaker meetings, surrounded by kind 
peace activists, singing folk songs. My head and heart loved that view of the world, but 
my body wanted to compete and run at full speed. Hence, team sports and jogging put my 
body at peace before, as an adult, I discovered health clubs and finally the Y. 
 
But in the last few years of my evolution into middle age, I began to notice some changes 
that wouldn’t go away – specifically pain in my shoulders from repetitive use of exercise 
machines, exacerbated one winter by snow shoveling that pulled elbow and shoulder 
muscles for good. 
 
Around the same time, weird clues crept into my life – brief beacons from friends and 
family that I didn’t recognize as significant at first. 
 
After a particularly dicey day at work, I asked my cool, calm administrator how she 
coped with such days. “Yoga,” she said, and smiled matter-of-factly as if she was already 
far away from the office.    
 
Then, my sister visited and exhibited new behaviors. As my son animatedly narrated an 
altercation at school, she calmly noted, “That would have been a good time to breathe.” 
Later, as we chatted, she suddenly pulled her shoulders back and lifted her collarbone, 
took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. Hmmm.  
 
Out of the blue, I received an email note from a student I had taught 25 years ago.  Now 
he ran a “wellness” center up in Massachusetts. He attached an interactive file: “Good 
Karma: Instructions for Life.” A soothing twilight-sunset background embraced familiar 
printed rules: 

4. Remember that not getting what you want is sometimes a wonderful stroke of luck. 
8. Spend some time alone every day. 

     10. Remember that silence is sometimes the best answer. 
 
I wasn’t thinking too much about these comments and wisdoms, just noticing. And then, 
one evening, as I stretched outside the exercise room of our Y, a trim woman about my 
50ish age rushed by and peered into the yoga room, then relaxed as she saw no one was 
there yet. Something clicked in my head.   
 
“If you don’t have any students tonight, I’ll give it a try,” I said. How perfect, I thought – 
nobody around to see a self-conscious old jock be weird and new-agey. And who knows, 
maybe a change in old routines could help my shoulder pain.   
 



And so, in the soothing twilight of the room I found myself gazing at a line of white 
holiday lights tossed gently along the floor. Legs crossed, back straight, hands relaxed on 
knees, I sat quietly as if in Quaker meeting again – but this time with music in the 
background; a subtle score – minimalist techno, or a chant, or piano….Soothing. 
 
A younger woman and a man about my age showed up and I didn’t mind, already swept 
into the adventure of trying something new while feeling its primal familiarity. Lying on 
our backs, we reached over our heads and stretched full out from head to toe, beginning 
the process of releasing all tensions.  
 
Just like drama class in high school: lying on the floor, eyes closed, hearing our coach 
murmur, notice your toes, ankles, knees, thighs, hips, belly… on up to our heads, until the 
isometric focus drew us away from daily preoccupations, ready for the liberating 
imaginative life of theatre. 
 
Now, following the Yoga instructor’s calm, precise directions, for the next hour we used 
every muscle in the body, but in ways different from muscle machines, or aerobics, or 
cardio equipment. The slow, careful attention to each movement means muscles are 
stretched and toned and released in each segment. 
 
Lift your spine, one vertebra at a time, as if pulled like a marionette from the crown of 
your head. Open/Lead with your heart. Without judgment. Breathe. “When the mind 
produces a thought, label it ‘thought’ and return the attention to the body and the 
breathing.” Poof! Thought gone. Hmmm. 
 
So this is the goal that mustn’t be seen as a goal: the Zen concept of consciousness that 
does not analyze, but experiences life directly. Yoga teaches one to move like an eyelid, 
instinctively without thought, eventually with a strange, almost sleepwalking confidence. 
Every move is deliberate – executed with alertness, patience, careful breathing, and 
relaxed, transcendent attitude. Thus it literally links body to mind to spirit.  
 
And the best part: No need to push beyond limits. This is not about competition. Do what 
you can. “You got a head cold, you don’t have to go upside down.”  
 
And every body can do it – short/long legs, thick/skinny thighs, round/lean bellies, 
short/long torsos, male/female architectures, young/old flexibility/stiffness. In our Y class 
I have seen every kind. The point is that anyone can shape a given set of directions to 
what their body/mind/spirit wants to do. 
 
At first, the language seems strange. 
Mountain/Rock/Tree positions: Ok, I take this as poetry.  
Warrior/ Dance/Corpse positions. Life is battle, beauty, and death; I get it.  
Upward cow; child pose. Why a cow? I never bowed over on my haunches like that as a 
kid!  
 
Sometimes the positions can seem too weird. Isolated parts of the body you’ve never 



thought about suddenly are asked to work independently in counter-intuitive ways: 
Downward Dog: How do you lower the tailbone at the same time you aim your “sit 
bones” high? Or: “Move the rib cage toward the sit bones while pressing the thigh bone 
back and the heels toward back and down…Don’t forget to lift the knee caps.” And 
remain at ease? 
 
There are several kinds of Yoga – Hatha, Iyengar, Vinyasa, Ashtanga -- and a vocabulary 
for the positions of each one – Adho Mukha Svanasana; Balasana. But I don’t care.  For 
me, the exotic allure of new language becomes background noise to the intrigue of fresh 
physical challenge and releasing the cares of the day in ways that are spiritual and 
musical as well as muscular. 
 
By the end of that first class, I was glad I had taken the plunge. And then, she said it: We 
will now join together in the sacred word of … “Ohmm.” She pressed her hands together 
in prayer position, in front of her heart, breathed in deeply, and breathed out as 
“ohmmmmmm.”  
 
I couldn’t help myself. I started chuckling. My instructor’s voice quieted me. ”Empirical 
studies recently found the ohmm clears the sinuses.” Hmmm. 
 
Now bow to each other, say “Shaanthi,” meaning  “Peace” or “I recognize the essence of 
light within you.” Quaker meeting here again.  
 
Later, I told my sister I had followed her lead into Yoga but had embarrassed myself by 
chuckling. She said yeah, her husband and his buddies, whenever they hear mention of 
Yoga, they press their fingers together above their eyes and hum ohmmmm at each 
other….   
 
I understand. My husband is no different. “Well, at least you’re learning lots of new 
positions,” he grins slyly. 
 
Weeks later, I stand at the kitchen counter, sleepily grinding the coffee, and suddenly a 
muscle twinges in my leg. As if following a silent master, I raise it into the “tree pose,” 
balance all my weight on one leg. Two weeks earlier I would have fallen over, much less 
felt any instinctive pleasure in such balletic movement in the kitchen.  
 
Yoga attenders tell me similar stories – years of evolving from skepticism, through 
pragmatic dismissal, to discovery based on physical and psychological readjustments. For 
most of us, Yoga, 2 or 3 times a week, supplements other aerobic exercise. 
 
Sometimes I worry, though. Will I cross over to the other side? A few months ago, I 
walked home from Yoga with an old friend. We passed by a brilliantly red and yellow 
autumnal tree and we both stopped, as if stunned. “Why, you are beautiful, tree!” she 
said, gazing up at its shimmering splendor. We looked at each other and burst out 
laughing. Yogic moment. Oh my. 
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