What's the deal with Ignatian yoga? A
skeptical Jesuit finds out.
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“Ignatian yoga,” a new entity that is drawing enthusiastic crowds to retreats and
workshops across the country, sounds like a gimmick. People love yoga. People love the
spirituality of St. Ignatius Loyola. Mash the two together, and you have created a nice,
marketable concept that can sweep a bundle of folks into the arms of the Lord and/or the
Society of Jesus.

AJesuit yoga teacher in a cobalt blue T-shirt (“IHS” nestled in the middle of a lotus flower)
guides students through Christian spirituality and then mesmerizes them with yoga
poses. They do this in a church sanctuary, rubber mats spread on marble floors. It seems
perfect for a world in which anything can become anything, in which all spiritualities and
traditions are completely fluid and can bleed into each other with little self-awareness or
sense of fundamental boundaries.

It seems perfect because the Catholic faith is spiritual and yoga is spiritual and both have
to do with people and people are good and they have souls and a corner of a good person’s
soul touches Jesus and another corner of the soul brushes against yoga because yoga
exists, and thus Jesus and Patanjali, Francis Xavier and Swami Vivekananda, Rome and
Delhi, the empty tomb and the emptying of desire are essentially in some broader cosmic
sense part of, if not the same thing. Why make distinctions between the two when to
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distinguish is to deny, to exclude, to create harsh boundaries? And so yoga and Christian
spirituality can be in some ways two co-equal wings of the same Creator and his entire
recommended path of living, and so it all works out. It all works out. Time for final
savasana.

The practice of Ignatian yoga in the United States began in 2013 at Fordham University
with a Jesuit scholastic named Bobby Karle. A certified yoga instructor, Karle began
offering sessions in yoga framed by Jesuit principles before weeknight liturgies at the
campus church. By 2017, Ignatian yoga had taken shape as an established organization.
Karle and his teaching partner, Alan Haras, have held workshops and retreats in
Hollywood, Detroit, Milford, Ohio, Worcester, Mass., Boston, New York, Cleveland and
even Australia.

“Ignatian yoga,” a new entity that is drawing enthusiastic crowds to retreats and
workshops across the country, sounds like a gimmick.

Last year, [ gave a talk and led a chapel meditation at one of these Ignatian yoga retreats.
It took place at a retreat center about an hour north of Manhattan. I had never attended
an Ignatian yoga event, and I admit, even though [ was one of the speakers, | was a bit
skeptical of the whole thing.

In contradistinction to the above litany of modern spirituality, it seemed that with
“Ignatian yoga” you could end up with either a corruption of yoga or a corruption of
Catholic spirituality. Yoga is plucked from its roots in the Rig Veda and various Indian
philosophies and elsewhere (it has a complicated lineage) and lashed onto the altar of
Christ. Yoga undergoes the old, sly Christian gimmick of retrofitting pagan rites and
festivals for the worship of Jesus (see: Easter, Christmas, the Super Bowl, kind of). Or,
inversely, Christian spirituality is attached like a barnacle to a segment of pop culture to
draw in more converts, like staging a prayer meeting in the parking lot of an Ariana
Grande concert, and Christianity somehow becomes lesser.

Further, members of the Society of Jesus are used to having “Ignatian” or “Jesuit” strung
like a verbal sling around any number of spiritual or educational things that Catholics run
to lend them a sort of mystical legitimacy or “brand recognition.” The more quickly an
institution founded by Jesuits is renamed to include the term “Jesuit,” for instance, the
more certainly that institution has lost most of its Jesuits. If Duluth Prep suddenly
becomes Duluth Jesuit Prep, it means there are now between one and zero Jesuits at the
school.

But back to the actual yoga. Consider this: Most American yoga is actually workout yoga.
It does not involve Americans—80 percent of whom are in one fashion or another
Christian—making limber supplication to pagan gods. Contrary to the warnings of some
church leaders, the practice of yoga is not tantamount to a kind of physical heresy.
American gym yoga is mainly done by people who want to get fit, work out kinks, do some
cardio, meet guys, find some inner calm, strengthen muscles, get centered, shed pounds,
meet women—the usual reasons people go to gyms.

For a Christian, the rituals of yoga are not by any stretch a substitute for the rituals of the
paschal mystery of Christ.
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Yoga in this country is not overflowing with people who read Sanskrit, attend all kinds of
profoundly impacting yoga retreats or meditate deeply on Vedic spirituality. Sure, some
people are into that. And in most yoga classes, you are encouraged by teachers with yoga
advice that can sometimes meld into life advice. You may hear a quote at the end of the
session, sometimes by a yogi, sometimes by someone like Mother Teresa or Marianne
Williamson. And God bless, it is helpful and meaningful. But for a Christian, the rituals of
yoga are not by any stretch a substitute for the rituals of the paschal mystery of Christ.

[ do, every so often, hot yoga, cheap yoga, non-spiritual yoga, workout yoga. I started off
a few years ago with a rigorous practice of Bikram yoga in St. Louis. (An acting teacher
once said to our class: “Bikram yoga? Isn’t that the lowest form of yoga?” | know what she
means: It is a mass-marketed and—until recent court decisions and
controversies surrounding its founder Bikram Choudhury—all-but-franchised thing,
with an unvarying sequence of 26 poses and even a prescripted “patter” by the yoga
teachers. It is also a smoking workout.)

At the same time, no matter how gym-ish it is and whether or not the yoga teacher says
anything vaguely denominational at all, yoga is always a spiritual practice. But how?

Because it is a slow workout. And when you are doing something slowly, you have more
time to notice what you are doing. And one of the first things you notice when you slowly
start to do slow American gym yoga is you that you have a body. You have a body, and
this body is doing things on a rubber mat, on a wood floor, flanked by mirrors and ballet
barres, and surrounded by two dozen insanely good-looking 25-year-olds.

We did not celebrate the liturgy while flowing through vinyasa poses; the priest did not
intone “Namaste” instead of “Body of Christ.”

Doing a workout, slowly, with a guide who is encouraging you to stay in the poses, to
make minor adjustments, to breathe, is by nature a spiritual exercise. It is harder to pay
attention when you are, say, playing soccer or running track. No coach is going to scream
as you crash down the finish line to “align your chakra with the sprint” or “open your
heart space on the final straightaway.”

Granted, some people get into a zone where they really do feel God’s spirit at work in the
body during even the more robust sports. In the 1981 movie “Chariots of Fire,” the runner
Eric Liddell delivers the greatest sports-leads-us-to-Jesus line in all of British cinematic
history. Arguing with his sister, who wants him to quit track and go begin his missionary
work in China, Liddell says gently: “Jenny, God made me for China. But he also made
me fast. And when I run, I feel his pleasure.”

And yoga can do the same, regardless of whether you are looking for it or not. You can
feel a great spirit moving within. And Catholics name that spirit God and name Christ God
incarnate.

At the retreat I attended, Karle and Haras began sessions with a talk on the fundamentals
of Ignatian spirituality and the principles of yoga and how these two traditions can benefit
one another. They then led the retreatants through the asanas (yoga poses). Following
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the asanas, while the students rested on their mats, Karle and Haras led them through a
guided Ignatian meditation.

You can connect yoga and Christianity without literally bringing them together around
the table of the holy and perfect sacrifice of Christ.

The point of the retreat was not to fabricate some awkward blend of the two spiritualities,
to create a room full of half-yogi, half-Catholic centaurs. Karle describes Ignatian yoga as
a vehicle for calming and centering a person, so he or she is able to receive more fully the
Christian spirituality on offer. In Ignatian yoga, unlike many current trends in spirituality,
distinctions actually are made. The retreat offered Mass and confession but without any
horrifying syncretism. We did not celebrate the liturgy while flowing through vinyasa
poses; the priest did not intone “Namaste” instead of “Body of Christ” while distributing
Communion. Mass was Mass, in a chapel, with the regular prayers, and confession was
confession.

That said, outside of Mass, the asanas were often practiced in the church sanctuary,
around the altar. While this is not sacrilegious or heretical or anything, it did feel like a
bit much. You can connect yoga and Christianity without having to literally bring them
together around the table of the holy and perfect sacrifice of Christ. But maybe I am
terrifically rigid. (Karle tells me the location is not an essential feature of Ignatian yoga.)

During the retreat, while leading the yoga classes, Karle and Haras came off as very
normal and funny but without trying to be normal and funny in that cloying way that
some teachers do. They had no schtick. They bore authority but not smugness. Smug is
the death of religion. Smugness in a spiritual leader asphyxiates everything she is trying
to do: “I have God figured out and even you, seeker, with your questions and mistakes,
are worthy of my amused smile and gentle, pitying instruction.” Karle and Haras put
people at ease by their energy and bearing. The two leaders were calm and peaceful but
not—and this is hard to describe or convey exactly—not in the typical yoga-teacher way.

What is more, they had long hair, but somehow they did not have long hair in a cool way.
They were from Detroit. Haras, in fact, had just this side of a mullet. And Bobby Karle is
possibly the last non-ironic Jesuit living outside a novitiate in the entire United States. He
is just a ridiculously great guy. So my experience of Ignatian yoga was, all in all, Detroit,
uncool, Catholic, noncondescending, un-ironic, anti-yoga teacher, meditative, non-
syncretic, lovely yoga. It was hard not to like it.
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