khakis. It was the last Thursday before Thanksgiving
and six of us had showed up for gentle yoga at the Seattle
Cancer Care Alliance, a class offered free to patients and
their caregivers. The man was just digesting news that
he’d be enduring a battery of new tests, he told us. That
was stressful. Next, his neighbor reported a welcome
break from chronic knee pain, and the tiny lady in the
middle smiled wryly, shaking her cloud of silver hair.
She was okay, too.

“And how about you, Jonathan?” asked Rippey, landing
her gaze on a man in the center of the room whose head
bent down toward his lap. Eyes closed, laughter tickling
the edge of his voice, Jonathan replied that he awoke
that morning feeling like a storm had ripped through
the backyard of his brain. As he talked, I pictured one of
those rubber-strip lawn chairs swinging from the upper
branches of an oak tree, the domed lid of a charcoal barbe-
cue floating in a fish pond. Dead leaves everywhere.

Jonathan, I learned later, had had a bone marrow
transplant the previous February and sometimes expe-
rienced mental gaffes: confusion, disorientation, forget-
fulness. He had looked down at a pen in his hand that
morning and couldn’t remember if it belonged to him.
We spent the next 60 minutes following Rippey through
breath-focused movements, seated in plastic chairs. As
class went on a quiet symbiosis spread among the stu-
dents, the breath seeming to travel from one of us to the
next, the respiratory equivalent of singing in a round.
They were helping one another, and you could sense it.
The feeling was thick in the air.

Molly Lannon Kenny takes the helping-other-people-
through-yoga thing more literally. Seated cross-legged
in a pair of jewel-toned genie pants, Lannon Kenny de-
scribed, for the attendees of a moderate evening yoga
class, her day. She went to Pike Medical that morning
and taught poses to a few old men, then motored over
to Sand Point where she was planning a free class for
denizens of a new 52-unit low-income housing project.
She’d just returned from a weekend retreat where she
and her staff had agreed on their goal for the next year:
to change the world.

Nobody laughed. As welcoming as it is, the Samarya
Center for Integrated Movement does not invite sar-
casm. Lannon Kenny, the founder and director, is bru-
nette and tiny, with a very direct gaze. She has this
hard-to-define, highly energized power, like some kind
of tiny yogic superhero. And her do-gooder spirit ema-
nates through these rooms as strongly as the spicy odor
of Nag Champa incense.

Squeezed into a strip of Central District shops across
from a patch of grass called Pratt Park, Samarya is part
yoga studio, partrehab center. Trained as a clinical speech
pathologist for autistic children and sufferers of traumatic
injuries, multiple sclerosis, and strokes, Lannon Kenny
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partnered with her friend Stephanie Sisson, a social work-
er and Ashtanga yoga teacher. They figured theyd teach
yoga to pay the rent while they developed a clinical ther-
apy that incorporated yoga into the treatment of the same
sorts of patients Lannon Kenny had worked with in hos-
pitals. Nine years later Samarya is run as a nonprofit—the
drop-in rate for yoga classes here is $8, about $7 to $12 less
than what is typical. And while many students come only
for exercise, the two sides of the business have bled to-
gether. One instructor, partially paralyzed from a stroke,
first came to Samarya for yoga therapy. Yoga improved his
speech and mobility and he started teaching other stroke
victims; now he teaches classes whenever he’s needed.

“I think of it as a clearinghouse for all types of people
doing yoga,” says Lannon Kenny. “To create a more di-
verse population in yoga, you have to go out and get them.
The other piece is, you have to have people standing in
the front of the room that are African American, large-
bodied, transgendered, differently abled..whatever.
That’s what it is going to take to make people believe that
yvoga is for everybody.” To achieve that, Samarya has set
up a scholarship program for teachers who, before they
receive funding, must answer the question: “If we give
you this training, what will you give back to the world?”

FREEDOM

On the morning | interviewed Anne Phyfe Palmer, I noticed
a book topping a stack on her coffee table, an advance
copy of Poser: My Life in Twenty-Three Yoga Poses by
Bainbridge Island author Claire Dederer. I'd just read
it, too, and mentioned a quote from the book that kept
popping into my thoughts as I went about interviewing
people for this story. Dederer describes how in the first
few years of her yoga practice, she focused on master-
ing poses. But later she learned that yoga wasn’t really
about improving, or mastering poses. It was about...do-
ing yoga. “Here’s the truth,” writes Dederer. “The longer
I do yoga, the worse I get at it. I can’t tell you what a
relief that is.”

Palmer smiled, her eves widening in recognition.
“Yoga,” she said, “is about freedom.” The relief Dederer
describes comes from the liberating knowledge that you
don’t have to worry about improving, mastering, or any
of that. Maybe, 1 thought, it’s the freedom that we find so
useful. Yoga, in all its iterations, helps us confront those
very insidious things—the vain worries about the hot-
looking yogi doing sit-ups so much more suavely than we
can, the stresses that tamp down already deeply rooted,
debilitating trauma. Just by showing up and breathing
we achieve much-needed space from those troubles, and
that feeling alone is what evervone’s after, really. That
feeling moves us through another chemo round, or in-
spires us to help other people, or delivers us into one
night of perfectsleep. “You just keep practicing,” Palmer
told me. “And it'll change your life.”







