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[ just signed up for my first weeklong meditation retreat. I have a

history of back pain and am a little scared of all that sitting. Is there

anything I can do to prepare?

WHEN | ATTENDED my first meditation
retreat, I had the exact same issue.
Within two days of sitting, my lower
back began to hurt. I tried to sit ram-
rod straight and strecch on every
break, but no amount of adjustment
seemed to ease what was progressing
from an intermittent discomfort to a
constant ache. At the mediration
interview, I threw all hopes of profun-
dity out the window and shared my
back troubles with the sensei. He
offered me a simple piece of advice:
“Get to know this pain.”

Since then, I've learned thar good
posture is integral to meditation prac-
tice. Back pain is often the result of
poor postural habits magnified by long
periods of sitting. Strengthening the
core can infuse time spent on the cush-
ion with ease and energy as one’s mus-
cles work efficiently to support the
spine. The following four exercises,
adapted from the Pilates mechod of
exercise, will provide tools to find opti-
mum alignment; to strengchen key
muscles of the pelvis, abdomen, and
spine; and to alleviate lower back pain.

Exercise 1

Finding Your Neutral Pelvis

The back has three natural curves that
facilitate weight distribution. One of
the roles of the core is to help stabilize
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these curves while you sit and stand. To
find your neutral pelvis, start by lying
on your back, knees pointed toward the
ceiling, feet flat on the floor in line

with your sitting bones (the bones you

feel when sicting on a hard surface).
Take the heels of your hands and place
them on the top of your hip bones,
angling your fingers down to rest on
your pubic bone. [#/lustration A} Keep-
ing your hands in place, round and
arch your spine [i/l. B], rolling from
your tailbone to the top of the lower
back without lifting your pelvis off the
floor. Your neutral pelvis is the spot
where your hip bones and pubic bone

are on the same plane. You will feel a
slight space beneach your low back and
the floor. Keep in mind that this isa
process. You may not feel immediately
comfortable in your ideal neutral posi-
tion, so proceed with compassion. The
body will open itself in time.

Exercise 2

The Scoop

The abdominal wall is composed of
four layers, the deepest of which is the
transversus abdominis, a muscle chat
compresses the abdominal contents.
To access the transversus, lie down as
you did above and find your neutral
pelvis. Inhale. On the exhale, start by
pulling in the belly as though you
were attempting to bucton a pair of
tight jeans. [#//. C] Keep this engage-
ment and inhale again, sending air
into the upper back portion of the
lungs. Next, forcefully exhale through
soft lips, loud enough that you can
hear it. Feel the waistline drawing in
toward your spine and maintain that
engagement. Inhale again into your
upper back. Contract the upper fibers

of the abdominals so that your ribcage
will settle toward the floor. Take a



peek down at your abdomen. You will
notice that the wall of your belly is in a
scooped position. Repeat this entire
exercise until you can find your Scoop
easily. Start with ten and work your
way up to fifty repetitions.

Exercise 3

Pelvic Floor Engagement

The pelvic floor is the trampoline of
muscle at the base of the body sus-
pended between the pubic bone, the
sitting bones, and the tailbone. Learn-
ing how to engage these muscles in
concert with the Scoop is the key to
pelvic stability. To find your pelvic
floor, lie on your back wich your arms
at your side and your legs in frog posi-
tion—knees bent and angled toward
the armpits, legs relaxed over your
torso, heels touching [//. D}]. Press

your heels together to activate your

inner thighs. Draw the muscles of your
pelvic floor up toward the center of the
body by engaging your bladder con-
trol muscles. Hold for a slow count of
ten. Repeat three to five times.

Exercise 4

Multifidus Engagement

The multifidus comprises tiny muscles
that hug the spine and promote spinal
extension. To access the multifidus, lie
on your stomach wich your legs resting
on the floor. Interlace your fingers and
place them behind the head. Activate

the Scoop and the Pelvic Floor. Press
your pubic bone down to cultivate

length in your lower back. Extend

your upper torso toward the ceiling,
pressing your head strongly into your
hands {//. E]. Now go easy: lift only
three to five inches, or as high as you
can without compressing your lower
back. You should feel the multifidus
kicking in as your head presses into
your hands. Remain extended and shift
your hands to rest your forehead on the
back of your fingers [i/[. F]. Press into
your hands as you lower your torso
back to the floor. Repeat six rimes.

JUST LIKE MEDITATION, good posture
requires consistent practice. Incorpo-
rate these exercises into your ficness
routine three times a week and you
will condition your body for a lifetime
of strong meditation practice. And
like the sensei advised, you, too, will
have gotten to know this back pain,
just in time for it to fade away. ¥

Jennifer Sokolov is a Pilates instructor and Bid-
dhist practitioner. She lives in New York City.
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TIBETAN NUNS PROJECT

2007 Calendar
On Sale Now!

Support refugee Buddhist nuns
by purchasing our 6%"x 7" wall calendar,
filled with beautiful color images of Tibetan
life and culture, as well as inspiring quotes
for each month. Includes Tibetan lunar
calendar and ritual dates.

$10.00 (in WA add .85) ¢ $14.00 CDN

ORDER NOW « email: tnpusa@igc.org

phone: 206-652-8901 « www.tnp.org
We accept VISA & MasterCard

TNP, 619 Western Ave. #22, Seattle, WA 98104
TNP is a registered 501(c)3 non-profit organization
Photograph by Rob Holmes
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