Making Kundalini Yoga LGBTQ friendly

Many teachers, teacher trainers and students have been struggling with the teachings of Yogi Bhajan in the face of LGBTQ+ reality.  We look at the humanology teachings and find ourselves not knowing how to deliver them to the LGBTQ+ students sitting before us.  While we know that Yogi Bhajan didn’t teach specifically to the LGBTQ+ experience, we also know that he taught that each of us has a destiny to fulfill and the only way to fulfill it is to “Just be you” and “be the best you possible”.  When I sat at his feet at my first women’s camp in 2000, he was directly asked if there was any inconsistency with being lesbian or gay and being in the householder path of the Kundalini Yogi. He replied with a simple, direct answer, “No”.  That was all I needed to hear.  

So, how do we embody that lesson?  How do we look at Yogi Bhajan’s teachings and relate them to the LGBTQ+ experience?  KRI has been working on just that.  In the process of editing the Level 1 Kundalini Yoga Aquarian Teacher Manual, we are making the language more neutral to be inclusive to people along the gender and sexual orientation spectrum.  We are in no way changing Yogi Bhajan’s teachings, but going to the heart of the teachings and expanding the language to meet the times.  Here is one example:
· In the Humanology chapter, wherever we find references to “male and female” differences, we are working to expand the language to be more inclusive.  Currently, we are exploring the use of “masculine energy and feminine energy” with the knowledge of Yogi Bhajan’s teaching (found in pages 183-187 of the LifeCycles and LifeStyles Level Two Course) that we all have a combination of masculine and feminine energy. He emphasized that even in the common gender experience, in which a person with a male body feels “male,” a man’s psyche is at least 40% feminine and vice versa in a woman. In other words, he sees gender as a dimension that varies in its mix and proportion across individuals.

This is carried into one of the most challenging aspects of teaching to a diverse population – teaching gendered mudras like Venus Mudra.  Our current suggestion to teach this is to expand the language. Rather than designating one version of the mudra for men and another for women, the expanded language substitutes “masculine energy” and “feminine energy” for men and women respectively.  So, as an example, teachers are saying, “If you identify more with masculine energy, do this version. If you identify with feminine energy, do that version.” This invites all of us to look at gender as an identity rather than limited by anatomy. 

What else can we as teachers and trainers do to make our courses and classes more inclusive right now?  

Open up yourself as a teacher to LGBTQ+ students.  You likely have LGBTQ+ students in your classes and just don’t know it.  When you come out as an ally, they will come out to you and your communities will be expansive, authentic and much more interesting places to be.  Coming out as an ally means being truly open to LGBTQ+ people by:
· Understanding LGBTQ+ experiences.  It’s OK to ask – a respectful question to understand someone’s individual experience is welcome.  Please don’t expect that we can speak for this whole diverse community.  
· How do I refer to someone’s situation?  Follow their lead.  If they call their significant other “wife” or “partner” use that word when referring to them.  Don’t downgrade the relationship from wife to friend.  Listen for gender terms they use for themselves and use those words – no matter what!
· Educate yourself on the LGBTQ+ community.  Go to the local community center for an event and meet people in this community.  Read up on the relevant issues this community faces.  Websites like www.hrc.org, www.thetrevorproject.org and www.itgetsbetter.org are a good place to start.  
· Expanding your language:
· include examples of relationships that are not only heterosexual.  
· Take gender out of your language.  Rather than saying “ladies, if you are on your moon cycle…” simplify it to be “if you are on your moon cycle”.  This goes a long way to make everyone feel included.  
· If you ask for gender on your intake forms, include more than 2 options: male, female and other. And allow a fill in the blank option. 
· Show your support in your marketing materials:
· Use images of same-sex couples and gender-queer people in your marketing – especially if you are doing a workshop for couples!
· Put a rainbow flag on your studio door and on your website.
· Learn about and be sensitive to micro-aggressions.  Interrupt them in the moment when they happen.  Simply saying “ouch” is a start.  It helps people know that something they said hurt and gives them the opportunity to ask for more info or to auto-correct.  

Being an LGBTQ+ ally is a powerful role to fill, especially in these tumultuous times.  Yogi Bhajan taught that we are to be lighthouses for people in need.  One way to do that is to be a safe harbor for people who are discriminated against.  If we show up as supporters of the LGBTQ+ community, we are fulfilling that teaching.  It takes active participation.  We don’t know you are an ally until you show it!  Sat Nam.


SS DukhNiwaran Kaur Khalsa is a Professional Teacher Trainer serving on TTEC in revising the Level 1 and Level 2 manuals to be more LGBTQ+ inclusive.  She is works with the Khalsa Council’s LGBTQ+ Task Force and does presentations and trainings on LGBTQ+ inclusion.  She is a bodywork therapist and Kundalini Yogi in Chicago where she lives with her wife of 28 years.  
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