
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction

I must first make a full disclosure.  My first experience with yoga was an absolute disaster. It was spring, 2009. I decided that I needed to take an exercise class to improve my muscle and joint flexibility. As a long-time distance runner, flexibility, or the lack thereof, was a chronic problem for me. This comes with the runner’s turf, especially for male runners.  
I searched the course catalogue of a nearby college for such a class. The course that caught my eye was beginning yoga. It was the only PE class at a time and day that fit my work schedule. I signed up for it. But I felt trepidation and unease.  I quickly realized why. I carried a train station full of baggage about what yoga was, and who yoga appealed to. Put bluntly, I thought it was too white, too feminine, too exotic, too taxing, and too removed from my life. The storehouse of negatives I brought to yoga did not bode well.  In fact, it almost guaranteed that the negatives would inevitably become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
It didn’t take long. The first day of class, I was only one of two men in the class of about 20.  The instructor, though pleasant enough, quickly put us though a first day regimen of deep leg lifts, splits, leg raises, and other poses that seemed to me way too taxing. They were simply way beyond my level of flexibility. I lasted all of two sessions in the class.  This seemed to confirm the doubts and the prior ingrained negative conception I had about the usefulness of yoga.
*****
For the next four years, yoga was as far from my mind as the distance between the sun and moon. The infrequent occasions someone would mention that they were in a yoga class, I would instantly tune out. Then something happened that stood the negative thoughts and abbreviated experience I had with yoga on its head. Flexibility remained a chronic problem due to my running. So, I thought, maybe, just maybe, I’d take another crack at taking a class to improve my flexibility. Again, the only class available at the nearby college that fit my tight work schedule I was on was, of course, yoga. 
I couldn’t totally shake the bad experience I had with the yoga class four years earlier from my mind. However, the time, and the day the class was offered was convenient. With the same trepidation and deep reluctance as before, I signed up. A voice, though, still whispered in my head, “take a quick look in, probably find the same excuses as before, and then make a quick exit.”  
When I arrived at the class, the gender ratio hadn’t changed much. There were a handful of guys there, and the rest of the class of about thirty were women. I discretely found a spot at the rear of the class, near the back door. My body leaned toward the exit. 
I had barely found a spot to sit, when the instructor, Melinda Smith, spied me. In a soft, pleasant voice she said, “There’s a spot over here, why don’t you move closer in.” There was something reassuring in her voice that immediately put me at ease. I moved in closer and listened as she outlined what the class entailed. She made it clear that no one was in competition with anyone else in the class. You worked through the poses and movements at your own pace. 
She continually noted that everybody is different, and that the point of yoga is to relax, enjoy it, and find your own level of physical and mental comfort.  Her words were instantly transformative.  This was an instructor, I felt, who truly cared about the students, the practice of yoga, and wanted others to feel the same about it.  Her words and admonition about the purpose and practice of yoga made me feel not just as another student in another class, but part of a real life affirming experience. 
*****
This was the start of a journey, a journey that for the next five years would take me through many facets of the yoga experience. In A Skeptic’s Journey through the Yoga Experience, I will take the reader through my excursion through the yoga experience. I look at the history, the myths, the controversies, the practice, the philosophy, the growth, commercialism of, and impact of yoga. I also examine the racial and gender conceptions and controversies that confront yoga, as well as the controversy and debate over the physical hazards of yoga to men especially. 
Yoga dates back more than 5000 years. So, I emphasize that this is a small primer solely to give a skeptic’s impressions of some of the hot button issues and controversies in the yoga world. It in no way pretends to be a comprehensive and definitive study of yoga. There is a library full of books and studies that examine in depth the history, philosophy, and practices of yoga, as well as the many schools of yoga.
Also, at different periods during my practice of, and the courses I have taken in yoga, I have kept a journal noting my feelings, and thoughts about the various poses, movements, and mental and physical changes and benefits of yoga. I intersperse my yoga journal notes throughout A Skeptic’s Journey Through the Yoga Experience. The aim is to personalize the huge impact that yoga has had on my life. 
In my small way, with this work, I seek, to pay tribute to the instructors who have given and continue to give generously of their time, energy, patience, and marvelous dedication and devotion to yoga to me. Above all, I want to share the transforming experience I have had with yoga with you.
