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¿Es compatible ser cristiano y practicar yoga? Tras 12 años de experiencia alerta de su peligro
Un impactante testimonio de Carmen Castiella Sánchez-Ostiz
Is the practice of yoga compatible with being a Christian? A warning of its dangers after 12 years of experience in it
A powerful testimony
http://www.religionenlibertad.com/compatible-ser-cristiano-practicar-yoga-tras-anos--50577.htm
By Carmen Castiella Sánchez-Ostiz, July 4, 2016 (Bold emphases the author’s)
Translated from the original Spanish by Luz Maria Engineer, Mumbai, India
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Can a Christian practice yoga? Is yoga compatible with Christianity? Does yoga have a religious foundation or is it only a relaxation technique? Carmen Castiella Sánchez-Ortiz. Presently in the regional government’s public administration, from Navarre, Spain, mother of a large family and a student of Religious Sciences, speaks to us in this powerful testimony of her twelve-year experience of practicing yoga.

Yoga: my experience

This article is only a reflection, fruit of my experience. I am fully aware of the limitations my writing may involve. For this reason I make no pretense of judging nor pontificating, but neither do I wish to silence the voice that during the course of these years has been growing within me regarding this practice so much in fashion, always presented as harmless from a religious perspective.

On Tuesday, 21st June, coinciding with the summer solstice, the International Day of Yoga was celebrated, the date fixed by a resolution of the General Assembly of the U.N. on December 11, 2014. Ban Ki-Moon himself, by means of a message published in the U.N. website, affirmed that “yoga offers a simple and inclusive means of promoting health and physical and spiritual well-being,” after having taken part in a commemorative act in Times Square in which hundreds of persons gathered with their mats.
Six Yoga Courses in 12 Years…
I did my first yoga course 12 years ago. Keeping a count, I have done six courses in four different schools, some of various months’ duration; yoga for expectant mothers, which is now called prenatal yoga and hatha yoga. When I began, few courses were being offered but now yoga centres have proliferated exponentially, at least in my city.

Entering into yoga for relaxation…

In yoga I was seeking relaxation and simple physical exercises, besides increasing flexibility and improving my breathing. I have a minor lesion in my back, which along with the frenetic rhythm of the life we live, made me think that it was an adequate discipline for me. I never sought anything further than relaxation and gymnastics. But yoga is much more than that.
Christianizing Yoga 

I have always been a person of faith and upon perceiving the undoubtable spiritual slant of yoga, I naively decided to “christianize” it. I took advantage of the meditation at the end of each class to pray, substituting the mantras with praise or ejaculations. All in all, for many years I thought that it was possible to separate its physical from its spiritual underpinnings.

Benefits in breathing and relaxation, but…
Yoga yielded undoubtable benefits at the physical level: improved and controlled breathing, deep relaxation, flexibility and muscular strength, and so I recommended it to a number of friends, who began attending sessions with me, some of whom, to my regret, are still hooked to it.

…it is incompatible with faith in Christ

It is not an easy topic and it is easy to interpret the no to yoga as being fanatical, fundamentalist and irrational. There have been expositions in various Catholic media of very restrictive stance towards this practice which could be misinterpreted if not dealt with at a deeper level. I will try to explain how I have come to the conclusion that yoga is incompatible with faith in Christ. As I have already mentioned, with the continuous practice of yoga I experienced undoubtable benefits at the physical level and I believe in the therapeutic potential in some of its exercises, but at what price?

Twelve “salutations to the sun” asanas

I begin with a visual example: in the sketch below you can observe each of the 12 “greetings to the sun”, the sequence with which classes are usually begun as warming up exercises. 
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One need not be very observant to realise that the majority of the basic poses are reverential. More than a greeting, it is adoration. Then you may ask, how is it possible that you delayed so long in realizing that yoga promotes idolatry, when the postures speak for themselves? In this example (Surya Namaskar) the sun is adored as god, very present in Hinduism, but there is an infinity of different asanas, each one with its benefits at the physical level and its deities. 
The answer is simple: I made a mistake (I was wrong)
I continued the practice of yoga for many years because I believed I could separate the physical from the spiritual part. I intended to ‘christianize’ yoga. Continuing with the example of greeting to the sun, I was attempting to praise and reverence God, conscious that the postures implied adoration and intended to change its significance. When the professor explained his Buddhist-Hindu-pantheist pseudo-philosophy, the possibility of attaining illumination, opening the chakras, merging with the divinity or encouraged us to experiment and explore our own divine nature, I would disconnect and on occasion briefly refute his words aloud because I found in that philosophy evident aspects incompatible with the Christian faith, while reminding him that I was only there only for the physical aspect of yoga, and that he should respect our beliefs without imposing his on us. 
Seeking a yoga without a Buddhist-Hindu-pantheist essence 

These teachings vary from school to school. In some there is practically no pseudo-spiritual discourse but in others it is very much present during the class. This is what made me change from one school to another, searching for the most ‘neutral’; a neutrality that does not exist, because although the professor-guru may not be especially given to rhetoric, pantheism and self realisation invades everything.

Lack of information in the Catholic Church

Now there is more information available on yoga and a clearer stance on the part of believers, but 12 years back yoga was unknown and new. My spiritual director, a man of God who has been learning with me, encouraged me to practice it, explaining to me that it was possible, and almost a must, that pagan realities be Christianized, that it is irrational that mere physical exercises without the intervention of free will could have spiritual consequences.

Mantras or the invocation to Hindu gods

Until now I have been speaking only about asanas (postures), but not about mantras, which are invocations to Hindu gods, and not insignificant phrases as is explained to us by the teachers. The best known is ‘Om’, a word having various esoteric interpretations, but in the yoga class many more are used. For example, during the greeting to the sun some are repeated whose translation into Spanish would be more or less this: “Earth, space and skies, the adorable Sun god, in his god light I meditate, Meditation in him, we are filled with enthusiasm.” Personally, I never repeated a single mantra because I did not find much sense in saying something that has no significance, but being in a class, surrounded by people repeating Sanskrit phrases given to them like robots appeared to me more and more uncomfortable and ridiculous.

Yoga is impregnated with pantheism and worship of pagan gods…
With God’s grace and time, I gradually became aware that yoga is fully impregnated with pantheism, adoration of pagan deities and an obsessive search for personal self-awareness and elimination of pain. I saw my class companions (mostly female) becoming increasingly more lost in thought and self-centred. Besides, I have also seen dramatic consequences due to continued practice in some persons and their families, consequences I will not describe here because I want to limit myself to giving my personal testimony.

Yoga leads to narcissism…
A very recurrent theme in yoga classes I have not seen reflected in the Catholic media cautioning about its danger is the enormous narcissism it brings about. The yogi’s discourse always praises personal effort and the possibility of attaining your dreams, attempting to convert man into a species of a demigod by means of concentration, eliminating pain and all that is toxic in life (including members of the family who make one suffer). Self-forgetfulness, egocentrism and self-domination leaves no place for the action of God and his grace.

A Christian cannot impregnate his faith into yoga

I believe that a sincere believer cannot Christianize this discipline no matter how hard he tries because in itself it implies a cult and a form of religiosity, that is, it is a clear case of what has always been called idolatry. But I respect the time of each person and the time of God; just as I needed my time and God has had enormous patience with me, respecting my freedom in an exquisite manner. “I was stupid and did not understand…Yet I was always in your presence; you were holding me by my right hand. You will guide me by your counsel and so you will lead me to glory.” (Psalm 73)

Publicity of a yoga centre in Pamplona

By way of attachment, I copy/pasted the advertisement of the last school I attended. It is a very successful centre which does not stop doubling its courses and hours, offering groups for children, pregnant women, senior citizens, etc. When I began attending it was being promoted as gymnastic and breathing exercises. I can now verify that they are now much more explicit, which appears good to me because it is easier to see the ‘ears of the wolf’ (wolf in sheep’s clothing).
“Description of our classes: We create new sequences each week which will help you connect with the rhythms of nature, the seasons, the lunar phases, ayurvedic principles, the philosophy and mythology of yoga (…) In my classes I like to guide my students to explore and experience their divine nature.”  
In continuation they include brief self-introductions by some of the teachers. (I have omitted names out of respect)

1. I came to my mat seeking balance, peace and connection and in a short time the frequent practice of yoga gave me this and much more. Beginning with the sensation of deep breathing in order to connect my body, mind and soul. Only when finishing the class in savasana did I realise how much I was in need of it. From that moment I placed all my focus on my practice and began exploring the infinite and magic world of yoga. I have experience and formation in styles such as Hatha, Vinyasa, Ashtanga, Power and Pre-natal. I am licensed in Hatha Vinyasa yoga. I believe definitively in the extraordinary and curative power of this ancient practice. I know what it has done in me, how much it has helped to heal and fortify not only my physical body but also my mental, emotional and spiritual self. It is this that gives me happiness and gives me a passion to teach, share, learn and enjoy with others
2. I was born into a family of yogis and therefore grew up surrounded by photos of saints, wrapped in tunics and in meditative poses… photos of Hindu deities, so that gods with four arms or more became my daily companions from infancy. I am a reporter by profession, writer and expert in Hindu mythology and philosophy. I made seven trips to India during which I lived with great masters and enlightened beings. I have been trained as Teacher of Yoga in New Yok, with Shri Dharma Mittra, (Teacher of Teachers)
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