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Contributors

Editorial Note

We cordially welcome Jamie B. Shaw, M.P.T., as [AYT’s new associate director.

We also would like to extend our special thanks to John and Amy Gage for helping with
the integration of the former IAYT into YREC.

We have made every effort to update the database we inherited from the former TAYT
and reach both current and previous members with mailings. Please help us to minimize remailing
costs by promptly informing us of any change of address.

For the present issue, we received valuable and timely editorial help from Steven Kleinman,
M.D., Trisha Lamb Feuerstein, Richard Miller, and Richard Rosen, as well as marketing help
from Jamie Shaw and Gabriele Gatdula—to all our sincere thanks.

Please note that the standard length of each issue is sixty-four pages and that the current
issue contains eight extra pages.

Kindly send us your suggestions and proposals for articles to be included in future issues.
Your continued support will enable us to develop the journal into an increasingly effective
professional tool.
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Editorial
Whither Yoga Therapy?

by Georg Feuerstein, Ph.D.

‘- Y oga therapy has been called a modern inven-
tion. This is only partially true, however, for
even the most ancient Yoga traditions—to be

found in the Vedic hymnodies of ¢. 20004000 B.CE.—

mention the health benefits of a spiritual (read: yogic)
lifestyle.

Yoga-cikitsa is the traditional name for yogic
therapeutic intervention. It has for centuries been closely
associated with Ayurveda, India’s naturopathic medi-
cine. Today Yoga——notably Hatha-Yoga—is widely
employed for stress management and relief, yet it de-
monstrably can be utilized for preventing major dis-
eases and even as a complementary curative system.
In addition, it is a valuable diagnostic tool that relies on
the Yoga teacher’s experience and fine-tuned intuitive
sense. As such it can be employed in addition to, or in
many cases as an alternative to, conventional medical di-
agnostic means, depending on the teacher’s capabilities.

One of the most reliable indicators of health or ill-
ness is the body’s subtle energy field (prana-maya-
kosha), which Yoga masters can perceive directly. Dis-
turbances in the pranic field suggest possible future
physical pathology. In turn, present physical diseases
are somatizations of preexisting pranic imbalances. It
is clearly desirable, through the various yogic tech-
niques, to diagnose and correct any disharmonies in
the pranic field before they become somatized. Physi-
cal manifestations of illness are far more difficult to
correct than pranic imbalances.

The art and science of yoga-cikitsa is outlined in
Sanskrit texts like the Sat-Karma-Samgraha (also
called Karma-Paddhati) and Mishraka, both by
Cidghanananda Natha (18th century), and the Shiva-

Svarodaya (17th century?). Yogic or Tantric medical
information is also contained in various Zantras. The
real knowledge of yoga-cikitsa, however, is passed
orally from teacher to student.

No modern Yoga teacher has contributed more to
the fund of knowledge about the therapeutic applica-
tions of Yoga than Shri B. K. S. Iyengar. He has trained
thousands of students and was himself a pupil of the
late Shri T. Krishnamacharya, arguably this century’s
greatest Hatha-Yoga master. Iyengar’s book Light on
Yoga (1976) has become a classic, and in his descrip-
tion of 200 postures (asana) he mentions their respec-
tive therapeutic effects, as well as lists in Appendix II
appropriate curative postures for various diseases.

At the same time, Iyengar has always remained true
to the spiritual import of Yoga. Using the metaphor of
the tree to describe it, lyengar (1989:6) observed that the
practice of Yoga “has to culminate sooner or later in the
spiritual fragrance of freedom and beatitude.”

Since ancient times, Yoga adepts have included
health concerns as part of their spiritual agenda. They
have always appreciated that the self-transformative
process underlying spiritual life is demanding not only
on the human mind but also on the physical body. There-
fore, both body and mind need to be properly stabi-
lized and strengthened.

Hatha-Yoga, a product of medieval India, took this
insight particularly seriously and developed a com-

prehensive battery of techniques designed to purify

and vitalize the body and thus prepare it for the rigors
of a vigorous meditation and visualization discipline.
There was never any question about the spiritual orien-
tation or purpose of Hatha-Yoga, which was regarded
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by its own masters as “a ladder to
Raja-Yoga”—that is to say, as a
stepping-stone to intensive medita-
tion practice.

Today, however, a new attitude
prevails among Yoga practitioners in
the West. What we are widely wit-
nessing in the contemporary Yoga
movement is Yoga practice divorced
from its original spiritual content.
Yogic techniques are being utilized
to boost or restore health and fit-
ness, but the question of what a
healthy and fit body is best used for
is answered only incompletely. A
complete answer surely would re-
quire us to make reference also to
the spiritual dimension of our life.

Contemporary Yoga therapy has
an ancient basis, but its orientation
is quite novel. We are therefore en-
titled to ask, What will be the fu-
ture of Yoga therapy? I don’t have
the space to develop a detailed an-
swer, but I would like to share with
you some fundamental thoughts.

In particular, I would like to pose
two questions: First, Can true health
be attained without inclusion of our
spiritual nature? Second, Does Yoga
therapy that excludes the spiritual
aspect of our being serve the bet-
terment of humanity, or is it just
another manifestation of materialism
(and narcissism) and subject to van-
ishing together with a materialistic
civilization bent on self-destruction?

The answer to the first question
depends on how we define health.
If we regard health as a purely
physical phenomenon, most con-
temporary Yoga therapy will un-
doubtedly serve as an excellent
tool. If, however, we extend the
concept of health to our psycho-
logical well-being, we are justified
in asking just how deep the effects
of a purely body-oriented Yoga
therapy can go.

Since body and mind form a
synergistic system, we can expect

optimal physical health to be accom-
panied by a reasonably positive emo-
tional and mental state. Psychologists
and psychotherapists will have no prob-
lem, however, in admitting that there are
any number of fit individuals who, de-
spite their physical well-being, suffer
from emotional problems. As Carl
Gustav Jung (1933) saw more clearly
than most, emotional problems hide, or
at least may hide, a far deeper spiritual
problem.

In light of this, we may justifi-
ably argue for an extended concept
of health that includes the physical,
emotional (or mental), and spiritual
aspects of our being. When, however,
we operate with such an extended con-
cept of health, we must wonder about
the usefulness of a purely physical
Yoga therapy and also about the fu-
ture of such an orientation.

We are today, without doubt, har-
vesting the benefits of an astounding
merger between medicine, psychology,
and spiritual values. This was initi-
ated by Humanistic Psychology and
taken farther by Transpersonal Psy-
chology. Thus, in a way, a purely
physical Yoga therapy turns the clock
back on ground gained over the past
three decades. While it may still be
an effective tool for correcting some
existing physical problems, it does
not make a significant contribution
to the betterment of humankind. For
that we must include the spiritual di-
mension. If anything, Yoga teaches
us that we are not merely the physi-
cal body, and more than that it
teaches us that we are not merely
the brain-mind. Rather, it always
points to a body- and mind-tran-
scending core within us, which is
pure consciousness. This transcen-
dental core is called atman (“Self”)
or purusha (“Man”) in the Sanskrit
texts. Other traditions speak of it as
the “Spirit.”

It is the testimony of all the great
masters of Yoga that this transcen-

dental core is our true identity and
that when we have realized this, we
have truly found our way “home.”
Upon Self-realization, we discover
our identity with all beings and
things. This state of awakening or
enlightenment is permanent, as it
does not depend on any specific brain
activity. Instead of identifying with
a particular body or the mind, we re-
alize that we are the all-comprehen-
sive Being-Consciousness behind all
bodies and minds. This realization is
the goal of all types of Yoga, and Yoga
therapy, understood in its original
sense, is intended to aid that very re-
alization by removing or preventing
obstacles in the form of physical ill-
ness or mental disharmony. At least
this is how I see it. I welcome a dis-
cussion.
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