Volunteer Yoga

Pat Gulya


It sometimes seems that Yoga is becoming ubiquitous.   In some neighborhoods of my town, yoga studios are as prevalent as gas stations were in the 1960’s.  Most fitness centers offer yoga.  As a yoga teacher and long-time yoga practitioner, I love it.  I think that world becomes a better place each time someone enters a yoga studio for a class or completes their home practice.  

With yoga becoming such a high profile, it’s easy to assume that everyone knows the needs of one who it practicing yoga:  an obstacle free space with a serene, quiet atmosphere.  

As a yoga teacher, I pride myself on being flexible and even joke about it in certain situations where I have to move conference room tables to free up enough floor space, or teach yoga in a computer lab setting, bending between the computers.  I did, however, assume that when I was asked to teach yoga at a conference on volunteerism, they would know and provide the appropriate atmosphere for conducting a yoga class.  I’ll know better next time.
The conference seemed to be well planned. In November I was recruited to teach in the February conference. My friend Alice also responded to the recruiting, so we decided to team-teach.  We received periodic emails from Emily, updating us on the status, the location, class time (6:00 am – that was a shock) and the number of students signed up (30).   We worried about having enough yoga mats for the students.
I meet Alice in the hotel lobby at 5:30 AM.  I ‘ve been up since 4:00 pm – giving myself sufficient time to complete my home yoga practice.  I waddle into the hotel lobby, overloaded with a plastic crate stuffed with eleven yoga mats and two blankets. Alice has eight yoga mats in her teaching bag and she is also carrying a CD player. The people at the front desk look up our class location.  

“Follow this hall all the way back, then turn right.”  
They offer us a luggage cart, and we  happily empty our arms.  As we push the cart down the long, wide hall, I admire the historic Antlers Hotel’s thick patterned carpet.  We turn right, coming to a dead end and check the adjacent room names, Heritage, Stratton, Jackson -  nothing named Prefunction, but a sign in the hall says Prefunction.  

“Are we supposed to teach in this hall?”  Alice asks looking around. Then she adds, “I guess it will work. The room signs indicate that the sessions begin at 8:30 – we’ll be long gone by then.”  
I walk back to the front desk and ask the man, “Are we supposed to be in the hall?”

“Yes,”

As I walk back, I hear soothing yoga music coming from the CD player. While unrolling our mats, I look up and see two nearly identical looking stocky men wearing matching blue shirts and black pants.  Each has a set of keys damgling from his belt. I dub them Pete and Repeat, the maintenance men. 

“Are you here to join our yoga class?”  I ask them.

They laugh, “Not today.”  Pete says. I notice that Repeat sports a walking cast.  

“Oh come on,” I tease.  “It’ll be fun.”

I watch them sander to each conference room door, unlock it and prop it open, infringing on our space.  I wonder why they are doing that now, at 5:50 – no one is scheduled to be in these rooms until 8:30. I peek into a room and see brightly colored carpets on the floor.  I step into one room where tables and chairs are set up for the morning activities.  There are even full candy dishes on the tables.

When I come out of the room, two eager yoga students are talking to Alice.  

“We’re so glad you’re here.  We really need yoga after sitting for two days,”  Amy and Lisa say.
“We’re glad to be here,” Alice says.

“This is where we’ve been eating breakfast.”  One student says.  “I’ll check to make sure it’s okay to be here.”

Alice and I exchange looks.  We are exactly where we were told to be, but we certainly don’t want any interruptions.  

The student returns with a blonde woman in a black uniform. “You are fine here,” she says. “Today, breakfast will be set up in the next hall.”

Amy suggests that we pivot our class so that we are in the center of the hall facing East and the students face West.  I thought the wide way would be better if indeed we have 30 students, but since it’s almost 5:55, it doesn’t look like that will happen.  

Alice and I move our mats, yoga bags and water bottles.  A few more students have arrived.  So now there are six.  

“Have you done yoga before?” I ask the group as they arrange their mats and get settled.  

“Oh yes,” one woman says.  “It said beginner’s yoga, but I didn’t care.  I just wanted to be here.”  The others nod in agreement.  

“So everyone has done yoga before?” I verify as one more student unrolls her mat in the back. All hands go up.  We Yoga teachers always want to know when there are first-timers in the group, so we can offer more explanations for the poses and talk about the benefits.   
At 6:00, Alice begins.  “Lets sit comfortably on our mats. Deepen your breath, block out all cares, worries – block out the outside world and focus on this moment and this breath.”  The outside world dissolves until Alice gets us up onto our feet for activation.  “This is a Dru yoga movement, she explains.  Since it’s so early, lets get our blood flowing.”  Alice welcomes a late student who joins us, and leads us in a deep breath.  

It’s my turn to take over.  The familiar words come out easily as I lead the class in standing poses:  mountain; distribute your weight evenly on both feet, toes facing forward.- soften your knees, pivot your hips slightly, shoulders down and hands meet at the heart center in namaste’…, side bend and  backbend.  I demonstrate the poses as I describe my movements to the class.
We begin a standing twist.  As I’m looking over my left shoulder, I see Pete approaching me, pushing a black, plastic three-foot-square cart filled with pitchers of ice water. The ice cubes clink in the metal containers and the small wheels of the cart squeak.  He proceeds without hesitation past my left shoulder and towards the yoga class.  

“Coming through,” he says as my internal temperature rises in disbelief.

I look forward and see the students in front of me scrambling to move their yoga mats out of his way.  But he stops just beyond me, hangs a right walking between Alice and me and the students and then walks down the hall to Alice’s right.  
What was that about?  I think, annoyed at the disturbance.  I take a deep breath to calm myself and lead the class into a series of forward bends and into a relaxing ragdoll.   Calm yourself, my inner voice says as I feel tension pushing out the composure I was experiencing.  After leading the class in several standing complete breaths, I feel okay again. I look up and watch one student in the back of the class roll up her mat and leave. 
Alice takes over the class again, leading us in a triangle series.  I love team teaching – it is the best of both worlds.  I get to teach, then I get to relax and be a student for awhile.  Alice delivers her instructions in a slow, calm deliberate style.  We hold our  breath and relax after each movement. 
My turn again.  I lead the class in a series of Sun Salutations.  On the last one, when I’m in a downward dog position.  I hear a loud ringing noise, which is not in the CD that is playing.  Is that the music?  Sounds odd.  I come back to mountain position and Repeat is standing near me, looking at his cell phone.  I nearly gasp as I keep talking and step back into runner’s stretch, thinking; surely he will step away before answering, but no.   

“Hello,” his loud voice booms.  He continues conversing as he walks down the hall behind me. I force myself to continue talking in a calm, steady voice and finish the vinyasa.  I need to calm down, so I lead the class in  a breath of joy and continue until I feel composed again.

It’s Alice’s turn.  She has us pivot our mats and sit down for the potted plant series.  “Remember you are plants,” Alice reminded us. “You can’t move your hips or you will pull up the roots.”  

I concentrated on sitting straight and keeping in synch with Alice since all eyes are on both of us.  While bending forward and resting my forehead on the mat I feel a vibration behind me on my mat.  I turn enough to see the back of a man dressed in a white shirt with black pants.  He just stepped on my mat walking behind me.  Feeling a sudden surge of indignation I reign myself in to keep from chasing him down and yelling at him.  This is getting to be too much.  One interruption was one thing, but this is becoming constant.  I seethe, breathe and move.

It’s my turn to teach again.  “Thank you all for putting up with these interruptions,” I say to the students, reminding myself to stay calm, composed.  “I appreciate you hanging in here with us under these less than perfect conditions.”

I lead the students in the cat series and then the dog series.  Looking up from a cat stretch and am filled with horror.  An 8’ round table is being rolled around the corner, between Alice and I and the students and then down the other hall.  I take an extra breath to lower my heart beat.  I feel self conscious doing the downward dog, knowing that a now steady stream of men are walking through the class. I lead the class in a cooling breath.  I certainly need to cool down, but not from doing yoga.

“It’s almost time for deep relaxation,” I tell the class.  Lets stretch out on our backs and do a few asanas before settling down to completely relax.”

As I lead the group in spine rollers, I see more tables rolling by – 1, 2, 3 more.  I shutter to think what would happen if one of those tables slipped.  It would definitely flatten someone.  

I sit up to read the deep relaxation script.  “Close your eyes, stretch out on your back.  Get comfortable.  Settle down and watch your breath.”  I’d picked out a relaxation about gathering your allies and congratulating yourself on all the wonderful things that you do.  It seemed apropos for volunteers. 

I glance at Alice who is stretched out, with her head away from me, her mat at an angle.  I look up and see Pete pushing a dolly holding eight stacking chairs.  I watch in horror as he comes within eight inches of the relaxed, outstretched toes of a student.  Watching from the corner of my eyes, I see him roll close to Alice’s head. She doesn’t stir.  

Oh my gosh – I think as my voice calmly and evenly continues to read the relaxation.  At least two more stacks of chairs roll by as I continue to read.  After pausing for a few moments of silence. I am relieved to sound the chime signaling the end of relaxation.  We all survived.  No one was hurt.  A miracle at best.  

“Let’s conclude class with one long sustained Om.”  I say thinking – this space needs the calming vibration of Om and I certainly need it too.  The Om clears the air and makes me feel better.  

“It was an honor to be here, thank you for coming.  Namate.”  Alice and I bow and end the class.

Several students approach.  “Thank you for the class.” Amy says.  “This was wonderful. I just want to hug you.  I drove for two days to get here and all we’ve done is sit.”  Lisa says.

 “Do you believe that?”  I say to Alice as we roll up our mats, gather our things and load them back on the luggage cart.  

“It was crazy.” Alice shakes her head.

As we push the luggage rack through the lobby discussing the class, a young lady stops us.  “Are you the yoga teachers?”  She asks.  

“Yes.”

“I’m Emily.  I’m sorry I couldn’t attend the class.  How was it?”

We tell her all about it.  She doesn’t look happy as she walks away.  

I keep reliving the class.  Trying to think if I handled it the best way, trying to figure out what should have been done.  We were in the place where we were told to be, but upon reflection, we should have been at the other end of the hall.  I don’t think that it was the pathway to a storage room.  If we’d realized that during the class, we could have moved.  When I see Alice several days later, she too had reflected on the situation and now is angry.  
What I learned from this experience is :don’t assume anything.  Just because someone asks for a yoga class doesn’t mean that they know the needs of a yoga class, so spell out precisely your needs.  As with most situations, you can ask for perfection and settle for a bit less, if you want to.  
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