DISCUSSION TO THE REACTION OF BISHOPS OF CROATIA ON YOGA IN SCHOOLS

----- Original Message ----- 

From: MichelleRN@aol.com 

To: yogamovement@yahoogroups.com 

Sent: Saturday, May 20, 2006 9:55 PM

Subject: Re: [yogamovement] Christians against yoga

That is the stupidest thing I've ever heard. 

 
-----Original Message-----
From: Yoga Movement <yoga_movement@yahoo.co.in>
To: yogamovement@yahoogroups.com
Sent: Sat, 20 May 2006 20:44:30 +0100 (BST)
Subject: [yogamovement] Christians against yoga

Croatian elementary school teacher Marijana Ivanovic has taken up yoga to help her relax. Nothing controversial about that, or so she thought. "Yoga really helps recharge one's batteries and eases my lower-back pain," said Ivanovic, who has taught for more than 30 years, during the first session of a state-supported yoga program for teachers. But her ancient oriental exercise routine is at the center of a highly charged public debate because it has fallen foul of the powerful Roman Catholic church in this overwhelmingly Catholic country. The education ministry introduced the program this year as part of efforts to help teachers work better. The ministry awarded 50,000 kuna ($7,624) in annual support to a local group known as 'Yoga in Daily Life', which draws on the teachings of Hindu spiritual leader Paramhans Swami Maheshwarananda, known as Swamiji. The yoga courses started in October. In addition to relaxation, the program aims to develop "a more efficient approach in communication with pupils," according to the official booklet. "Easing stress and improving health were the main motivations for those who applied to attend," said Vedrana Josipovic, who is in charge of the program. The sessions are held in the four largest Croatian cities -- Zagreb, Split, Rijeka and Pula and Josipovic insists they have nothing to do with the institutionalization of yoga in schools. GUISE OF EXERCISE But Croatia's Catholic bishops are not impressed. In July they issued a statement protesting "an attempt to introduce yoga in the Croatian education system." The Croatian Bishops' Conference said the program would "make an unacceptable favor to an organization and its founder who wants to introduce Hinduistic religious practice in Croatian schools." It said everything was being done under the guise of exercise. "It is evident that teachers will apply yoga practice in their work with children," the Bishops' Conference said. A Croatian yoga activist, who asked not to be named, said the bishops were "irritated by anything related to disciplines of oriental origin." The bishops' statement appeared to have an immediate impact in a country where almost 90 percent of the people profess to be Catholic. Local media reported that interest in the yoga program had fallen sharply after the protest. Josipovic said 370 teachers had expressed preliminary interest and "the first round of sessions was attended by 273 teachers." Yoga ran into similar trouble in Slovakia in 2001 when a proposal to teach yoga in schools was eventually dropped in the face of fierce opposition from Slovakia's Catholic church and allies in the rightwing government. Slovak critics called the yoga program "a path to total atheism" and the government shelved a vote on the proposal. The plan never made it to wider public debate. "Croatian bishops reacted in the same way as Slovak bishops, but I think they misunderstood what exactly the program 'Yoga in Daily Life' meant," Swamiji told Reuters by telephone from his native India. He said that physical and mental exercise was designed to give teachers "better concentration and good health" and meant to indoctrinate pupils. "My work for world peace and tolerance in different cultures is above (any) particular religion and any dogma. It is exactly the context within which one should look at the 'Yoga in Daily Life' program," Swamiji said. (Additional reporting by Michael Winfrey in Bratislava) Slovak Churches Applaud Decision To Drop Plan For Yoga In Schools Christian culture would have been threatened by plan, leaders say. By Jonathan Luxmoore | posted 10/18/01 Concerned about yoga's links to eastern philosophy, churches in Slovakia have welcomed a government decision to shelve the introduction of yoga classes for children at state schools. Slovakia's education minister, Milan Ftacnik, suspended the plans after discussions with leaders of the country's Roman Catholic and Lutheran churches, Bishops Frantisek Tondra and Julius Filo. Government sources said at least 400 teachers had been trained by the Yoga in Daily Life society to introduce the Hatha Yoga system on a voluntary basis at gym sessions in primary and secondary schools. But church leaders believed that the plans threatened Christian culture, according to Daniela Zemlova, international secretary of Slovakia's Lutheran church. She said that the education minister, a yoga adept, had agreed to establish a commission with church participation to devise an alternative "relaxation program" for schools. Yoga, which combines Hindu mystic and ascetic disciplines, teaches liberation of the self and union with the "supreme spirit," but is better known in Europe and the United States for its breathing and meditation exercises. Hatha Yoga, which traces its origins to 12th century Indian philosophy, stresses mastery of the body as a way of attaining spiritual perfection. A spokesperson for Slovakia's Roman Catholic Bishops' Conference, Marian Gavenda, said that independent experts had rejected the "methodological basis" of the scheme, which was designed by an Indian guru, Swami Maheshwarananda. The bishops' conference had earlier issued a pastoral letter describing yoga as "a path to total atheism" and saying that Slovak Christians did not need to "search for some dubious substitute faith." The plans had also led to friction within Slovakia's coalition government. Pavol Hrusovsky, leader of the Christian Democratic Movement, one of the coalition partners, said that the proposals were "a continuation of the liquidation of Christianity in Slovakia" and threatened to withdraw support from the government. Ftacnik, the education minister, is a member of the Party of the Democratic Left, a successor to the Communist party that ruled the country during the Cold War. Announcing his decision to shelve the plans, Ftacnik denied that he had suffered a "personal defeat." He confirmed that he would appoint a commission including church representatives to gather views on a new project.

But that is reality.
The only point to add is, that the the minister Ftacnik then developed an alternative programme that was developed in cooperation with the Slovak Yoga Association. In the ad-hoc commission, representatives of the Church were also present, but it wasimpossible to make then to agree to anything. There was also a standing professional committee that decided about matters professional (education+yoga). Finally a Decree was issued (see www.saj.sk or http://www.saj.sk/casopis/casopis.htm - in Slovak) that is in force even today. It regulates the areas of yoga that can be taught at schools. Mr. Ftacnik consulted also with the European Union of Yoga and took inspiration from the Italian experience with yoga in schools. Later Mr. Ftacnik resigned from the post of minister and the whole thing lost momentum. Since that time, however - regarding yoga, the Conference of bishops is, however constantly keeping the steam hissing.
 

Evidently the Croatian bishops took up the Slovakian inspiration. What is unfortunate -  that the Christian churches in the post-communist countries take yoga as an enemy instead as an ally in enabling people to be more spiritual.
 

The idea of swami Maheshwarananda to get yoga to schools is evidently inspired by the Indian example, but many yoga teachers -  like  the late S. Yesudian and others teaching in Europe - think that young people need to be exposed to yoga in order to have a better self management and better view of  life quality. In Slovakia, a ministerial Decree made it possible to teach yoga at schools since 1986. The problem is that it is taken as a "religious competition". This notion apparently springs from  a part of the activity of some of the Indian swamis that could be interpreted as spreading Hinduistic ideas - like having the role of Guru, initiatinng people into mantras etc.. 
GMT
