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~ Solitude

NAGGED BY LONELINESS, A VISITOR DISCOVERS
A WORLD OF CONNECTION IN ONE OF ATHEIST

PRAGUE'S BUDDING SPIRITUAL COMMUNITIES.

I’'msitting in a pub outside Prague, the only foreigner in a packed
house. I can barely see my friends for the smoke, hardly hear
them for the noise, as our harried waitress slams another round
of velké pivo (large beers) on the table. But that doesn’t matter—
they’re all speaking Czech and I've run out of things I know how
to say. I feel my foreignness acutely. It's the end of along day
of kayaking with my Shambhala Buddhist group. After early-
morning chanting of the Heart Sutra in Czech, we had donned
wetsuits and headed for the river. My rowing partner Ilona and
I overturned three times in white water, laughing when we lost
our paddles, bonding despite having few words in common. The

kayaking was exhilarating, but now, unable to connect so easily,

By Kristin Barendsen
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I feel awkward and invisible. In my gut is the hollow ache
of loneliness; even the sublime Czech beer tastes like cop-
per in my mouth.

Soon, Ilona pulls up a chair next to me and we try once
more. She tells me about her family and asks about my trav-
els. My loneliness quickly dissolves, giving way to a rush of
gratitude. I find myself loving this moment—with its bad
goulash and its smoke—as something precious and unique.

In my life abroad, small things make me swing from lone-
liness to elated connection, from aching pain to delight. In
fact, everything feels more intense. I take more risks, like
kayaking in rapids with strangers and stammering in bad
Czech—but I also pay more attention to the details of an
everydaylife that is unfailingly rich and bizarre. There is no
doubt that living here, and continuing my practice of yoga
and Buddhism in Prague, have helped me appreciate more
fully all that arises in each moment—an awareness I hope
to deepen no matter where I end up next.

ILLusioNs oF LONELINESS

FOR YEARS PRAGUE had been stuck in my heart. I had
never seen a single photograph, but reports of its beauty
and mystery were enough to draw me. As it turned out,
Prague is even more beautiful, and more melancholy, than
I had thought possible. Rich in history and alive with
change, the city is artistic, surreal, and fascinating.

I came to Prague secking transformation. I knew from
having lived and traveled in Asia that each new place opens
me to new ways of thinking and experiencing the world.
What I didn’t anticipate was how much Prague itselfwould
be about transformation. Since the Czechs threw off com-
munism by peaceful revolution in 1989, Prague has grown
from a city of long lines and downtrodden spirits to one
of fresh ideas and real opportunities. Last year, the Czech
Republic joined the European Union, setting off a flurry of
activity in an attempt to meet the standards of Western
neighbors. And yet there is a certain tension; while many
Czechs have embraced capitalism wholeheartedly, others
are nostalgic about the cheap flats and guaranteed pay-
checks they had during the old regime.

In the autumn of 2003, knowing not a soul, I found a flat
in a Renaissance building near the center, an American stu-
dent to share it with, and work freelancing for Prague’s
English-language newspaper. Right away I connected with
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a thriving Ashtanga yoga scene, dining with fellow yogis
after class and participating in weckend retreats. My days
quickly filled with colorful activity, yet I felt something
welling up inside.

Loneliness is a feeling every foreigner knows, You stand
out in sharp relief against the dominant culture and you
never really fitin. You often struggle to be understood, not
just in another language, but also within the context of a
different culture. Your new friends can’t really know who
you are, and it’s often exhausting and emotionally unsatis-
fying to spell it out. The ache of disconnection can be deep
and can trick you into thinking there’s something wrong
with you— that you need others, and you need them now,
to be whole.

Of course, all that time spent alone can also be an oppor-
tunity to explore the nature of solitude. In my yoga and
meditation practice, solitude feels entirely different from
loneliness —it’s a source of strength and connection to
spirit. But that ability to appreciate being alone, rather than
be carried away by loneliness, is easier to access on the
mat or the cushion than in the outside world.

Still, loneliness can motivate me to be more outgoing, to
ask strangers for advice as a doorway to conversation. Those
strangers often open up quickly, taking more risks with me
because they figure I won't be here forever. Together we
pour out our souls late into the night, sure we’ll never for-
get each other and our moment together. In this way,
loneliness transforms into connection. And these connec-
tions in turn dissolve the illusion of loneliness and expand
my experience of being.

DuaarMA Buwms

ALTHOUGH I'D NEVER been much of a group person, I
quickly embraced Prague’s yoga and Buddhist communi-
ties. Besides my Shambhala group, I practice with the
“Ashtangis,” a local yoga scene centered around two teach-
erswho studied together in Mysore, India. Partly due to the
energy of a very social Austrian teacher, Georg Woginger,
who hosts music jams and dinner parties with games, this
group is tighter than any yoga community I've known. Being
part of an underground subculture may also spur con-
nections: Since Eastern practices are far from mainstream
here, Czech yogis, meditators, and Buddhist practitioners
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are virtually foreigners within their own culture, and they
seem to form tighter friendships as a result.

During Prague’s four decades of communism, religious
practice was forbidden, and the city’s few yogis and med-
itators kept a low profile. Many practiced in secret; some
were interrogated by the secret police. After the regime fell,
Christianity didn’t make a big comeback, and today, Prague’s
stunning cathedrals are filled mainly with tourists. Fewer
than 1o percent of Czechs are practicing Catholics or Protes-
tants, according to the Jesuit priest and academic Josef Blaha,
and most of the rest are atheist, making the Czech Repub-
lic the most atheist country in Europe.

“Buddhism is flourishing now because it was forbid-
den before,” says Jitka Holubcovi, codirector of Prague’s
Shambhala Buddhist Center. “People are attracted to the
principles of openness and goodness, since in the old days
they couldn’t apply them,” she says. “The community is
growing quickly.”

In 2004 two new yoga studios and two meditation cen-
ters opened in central Prague. Among practitioners there
is a palpable energy of enthusiasm, a collective “beginner’s
mind.” Andyet, the spiritual scene here is markedly smaller
than that of most Western European capitals. The com-
munity has no senior Buddhist teachers, which is unfortu-
nate in one sense: Students often express the desire for more
guidance. However, this is also an opportunity, We are all
peers discovering the path together, trying to show up as
teachers for each other. With our own tools, sweat, and
funds, Shambhala members turned an old Greek-language
school into a lovely center.

“We're still finding our way, figuring out how to make this
work on our own,” Holubcovi says. She also acknowledges
that our Shambhala group is “more flexible” than most West-
ern Buddhist communities. When our group goes kayaking
in the Czech countryside, we begin with shots of rum at 10
a.m.—it’s a matter of survival in the frigid water. Romantic
pairings arise and fall away, and no one looks askance. Call
it nondualism or breaking the rules, none of this would hap-
pen in my California sangha. But this is where Czech cul-
ture and the dharma meet, blur edges, influence each other.
Buddhism in Prague is something ancient in the process of
transformation, just like Prague itself.

Czech Buddhists and yogis underscore the primary teach-
ing of life abroad: Be flexible. In Prague you'd better make
friends with secondhand smoke; you'll eat beef by accident
anyway, so you might as well try traditional dishes on purpose.

continued on page 112
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PRACTICE IN PRAGUE

There is a surprising variety of yoga classes taught in this elegant
metropolis. And there's a growing spiritual scene as well. Here are
some places to check out. Remember that even when a class is
taught in Czech, the teacher may be able to guide you in English.

YOGA CLASSES

YOGA IN DAILY LIFE This raja practice, which focuses more on
purifying body and spirit than on challenging poses, has a huge fol-
lowing in Central Europe. Imported during the 1970s by Paramhans
Swami Maheshwarananda, the classes include asana, pranayama,

and relaxation. 60 classes per week; 1 in English sLanicka 17,

PRAGUE 2, +420.224,253.702 WWW.JOGA.CZ

VINYASA ASHTANGA YOGA Beginners, Primary Series, and
Mysore classes are available, and the pace is slower than at most
studios in the United States. 12 classes per week, in English,
CZECh, and German KARMELITSKA 13, PRAGUE 1 AND LOTUS BUDDHIST
CENTER, DLOUHA 2, PRAGUE 1, +420.606.560.000 WWW.ASHTANGAYOGA.CZ

HATHA YOGA WITH ARUNA SINGHVI An India-born doctor
and popular hatha teacher, Singhvi recently opened a spacious
studio near the center that attracts an expatriate clientele. 8 to

12 classes per week, all in English soukenickA 7, PRAGUE 1,
+420.222.318.230 ARUNA.SINGHVI@WORLDONLINE.CZ

FIT JOGA lyengar Yoga, Integral Yoga, Power Yoga, hatha yoga;
11 classes per week, in Czech; call before dropping in. Private
lessons in English available nepiLOVA 1, PRAGUE 9, +420.605.253.475
WWW.FITIOGA.CZ

LOTUS CENTER Ashtanga, vinyasa flow, hatha, and Integral Yoga;
10 classes per week, 1 in English, but other teachers speak English
DLOUHA 2, PRAGUE 1, +420.224.814.734 WWW.CENTRUMLOTUS.CZ

YOGA HOUSE IN HLAVICE Yoga retreat center just outside
Praguie HLAVICE 15, +420.485,148.900 WWW.JOGA-HLAVICE.CZ

BUDDHIST CENTERS
WWW.BUDDHISMUS.CZ
Portal for Buddhist happenings in Prague

SHAMBHALA Twice-weekly sittings, full moon chanting, guest
teachers, workshops varSAvskA 13, PRAGUE 2, PRAHA@SHAMBHALA.CZ
WWW,SHAMBHALA.CZ

LOTUS CENTER Dzogchen, dharma study, Buddha Mangala,
Karma Dargje Ling DLOUHA 2, PRAGUE 1, +420.224.814.734,
WWW,CENTRUMLOTUS.CZ

DIAMOND WAY BUDDHIST CENTER PRAGUE Some meet-
ings in English; weekly lectures, daily meditations HrRaDESINSKA 52,
PRAGUE 10, +420.602.506.303
WWW.BUDDHISMUS-DIAMANTOVAGESTA,CZ/CENTRUM/PRAHA/

SAMADHI BUDDHIST MEDITATION CENTER
Tupadly, a village near Prague. First retreat projected for fall 2005
BHANTE@BHANTEWIMALA.COM WWW. BHANTEWIMALA.COM/HTML/SAMADHI.HTML
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continued from page 77
During a Czech dharma talk, I might only
understand every tenth word, so I have to
let go and follow my breath instead. Living
in this culture, and often faced with sur-
prising twists of reality, I've found that I've
become more easygoing and spontaneous.
One of the few stable and predictable
things in my life is the Ashtanga primary
series, which often starts my day. As I
move through each pose, I take comfort
from this routine within a life of no rou-
tine. (The predictability also helps when
I attend classes taught in Czech: When I
know, for example, that the next posture
will be Head-to-Knee Pose, I canlearn the
words for head, hlava, and knee, koleno.)
This sense of continuity is an anchor,
especially when Prague shows me its dark
side. Last summer was one of those times:
The social life I had worked hard to build
imploded all at once when three of my
closest friends left Prague, my yoga com-
rades all got day jobs and stopped com-
ing to class, and I lost a Czech friend after
a fizzled attempt at romance.

I know everything is transient—espe-
cially connections to people in a commu-
nity of foreigners—but that didn’t help. I
found myself wandering the streets of
Prague, the ache of loneliness in my throat,
wonderingif I should leave too, if this was
my cue. But where would I go? Not home
yet... wherever home was. I realized I did
not feel like anywhere was home.

FEELING THE LOVE

Confused, I went to a group meditation
session at the Shambhala center in search
of clarity, or at least a break from think-
ing. At a pub following the meditation, a
senior member passed me a sheet of study
questions and asked, “Do you want to give
a dharma talk?”

I was surprised and flattered. But my
enthusiastic acceptance was immediately
followed by a private bout of nerves: Give
adharma talk? Me? In this state? I had only
two weeks to prepare.

My study question was about metta
practice, a type of meditation in which you
send lovingkindness first to yourself, then

to loved ones, then to people for whom
you have neutral feelings, then to people
you find difficult, and finally to all beings.
The next morning I sat on my cushionand
took the first step: I gathered all my love
and sent it right back into my own lonely
heart. As I breathed for many minutes, the
love began to grow.

Then I thought of the many friends I've
made during my travels, people I've met
on trains, in hostels, in cafés —beautiful
souls now scattered far and wide. I took
the love welling inside and sent it to those
people, imagined light going out to each
of them in a web that expanded point by
point until it covered the planet. That web
of light was my spirit expanding, embrac-
ing the world.

All of these friends are part of me, I
realized. They have all enlarged my sense
of self, of belonging. In fact, they have made
the whole world my home. I breathed for
many moments in awareness of the imper-
manence of relationships, of attachments,
and especially of loneliness. Loneliness is
just an emotional state, I understood, and
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TOO LOUD A SOLITUDE

like other emotions its essence is tran-
sient and illusory. We are all connected
to everything at every moment; we can
never really be alone.

When the time came for my dharma
talk, I described this experience in Eng-
lish to the group, while my friend Mirek
translated. Afterward he said, “You are
usually so quiet in discussion. I was sur-
prised you had so much insight.” I was
pleased, even if the compliment did swell
my head, taking me a step further from
enlightenment.

GOODBYE GIRL

Because I know my stay in Prague is tem-
porary, I try to live each day as though I'm
saying goodbye. I savor the second-rate
goulash in my favorite pubs, wander down
alleyways in the snow, pace the length of
each bridge, stay up philosophizing with
friends until dawn. And though I've had
lots of practice by now, saying goodbye still
makes me sad. But I've learned that there
is also joy in goodbyes, in accepting that
things must change. And I know my heart

can hold both joy and sadness very deeply
at once.

Traveling has made the truth of imper-
manence more apparent to me. Butifand
when I return to the States, my greatest
wish is to maintain the foreigner’s per-
spective — to remain flexible, spontaneous,
and open. Living as a yogi means experi-
encing life with intense awareness, and
though I know this will be more challeng-
ing when life seems ordinary or routine,
I’ve learned that cultivating that aware-
ness is an essential practice.

I came to Prague seeking transforma-
tion. And I have grown more capable of

appreciating the constant transforma- j

tion of myself and of all things. Most
important, I've realized that I'm not a solo
traveler at all. None of us is solo. We are |
all woven together in a web more beauti-
tul, and more melancholy, than we had
thought possible. ™ ‘

Kristin Barendsen, a longtime contributor to |
Yoga Journal, writes about art and theater for
the Prague Post. ‘
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