Just Breathe 
by Toi Lynn Wyle, MS, MFT, EYRT

Breath is life.  Breath is so important to life that cultures around the world apply the same word for breath as they do to life.  The Hebrew word rauch means breath and spirit.  Latin spiritus is the same word used for breath and spirit.  Similarly, in Latin animus is the word interchangeably used for breath, life, spirit, air, soul and mind.  In the Hawaiian Islands, breath or ha, meaning “breath of life”, is so important it is a major component of the language.  Hawaii  means ha - breath of life, wai – “fresh water” and I – “supreme god or original consciousness”.  Aloha – “I great you with my breath”.  Mahola – “I thank you with my breath.”  Hauli describes the non-natives as “without breath.” The Sanskrit word for breath is prana, meaning “life force.”  In yoga, when we talk about breath practices, we call these breath practices pranayama, from prana – “breath”, yama – “control of”, meaning “the control of the breath or the life force.”
We have forgotten how to breathe.  Since we don’t have to think to breathe, we mistakenly believe we are breathing enough to remain healthy.  Unfortunately, the constant inhibition of breathing due to chronic life stressors is leading to all sorts of stress related physical and psychological illnesses in adults and in children.  Despite breath being automatic, we have forgotten how to breathe.  The good news is that we can retrain ourselves to have conscious breath practices that have profound positive impacts on our bodies and minds.  

“Under breathing” reeks havoc on the body and mind.  Recall for a moment the physiological and psychological impact of breath on the body.  Breathing is part of the process of taking in oxygen, and through a complex relationship between the respiratory system and the circulatory system, relaying the oxygen and other nutrients to the cells of the body.  After the cells take in the nutrients, carbon dioxide waste is returned through that same complex system to be released out of the body through the breath.  Lack of oxygen leads to death.  A shortage of oxygen triggers a process that eventually leads to breathing faster to get more oxygen.  Chronic “under breathing” leads to chronic shortening of the breath, shallow breathing, breathing faster, all of which induce a stress response in the body.  The stress response is the “fight or flight” response in the body.  Physically this results in:  faster heart beat and breathing, inhibition of digestion, constriction of blood vessels in parts of the body and dilation in others, inhibition of erection, loss of hearing and tunnel vision, to name a few.  If these physical response are chronic, you can imagine the wear and tear on the body, leading to the various stress related illnesses we have, such as heart disease, digestive problems, sexual dysfunction, tension headaches, poor concentration, sleep disorders, and fatigue, just to name a few.  Psychologically, a chronic stress response leads to a constant state of anxiety, worry, overactive thinking, irritability, emotional exhaustion, poor impulse control and decision making ability, confusion and forgetfulness.  
Learning to breathe correctly can change your life.  Dr. Andrew Weil, a well known medical doctor who integrates western and eastern medicine, uses breathwork as his number one prescription for all stress related illnesses, physical and emotional.  Deepening the breath in the body can aid in the healing process, reduce physical and emotional tension, foster a sense of peace, wellbeing and calm, allow clear thinking and decision making to emerge, rejuvenate and reenergize, bring relaxation, improve sports and academic performance and stabilize emotions.  That’s pretty powerful stuff.  But it is even more powerful than that!
There is more to breath than just oxygen.  I mentioned earlier that prana is the Sanskirt word for breath and for life.  There is a deeper meaning than just the physical life giving power of breath.  Many cultures around the world believe that breath is not only the carrier of physical nutrients for the body, but the spiritual energy of life.  The Chinese call it the Chi.  The Hawaiians call it Mana.  In addition to thinking of breath physically and spiritually, we can also think of breath as it is seen in Quantum Physics.  In looking at the new unifying theory of physics called String Theory (Super String Theory), we know that to control just one breath is to control all breaths, to harness all of life.  When we breathe in once we breathe in Marilyn Monroe, Ted Nugent….our Partner, the trees, the bamboo floor, the energy in the room, past, present and future….  String theory brings together the conflicting accepted theories of Quantum Mechanics (how things work at the micro level of the universe – atoms, neutrons, photons, quarks…) with Theory of Relativity (how things work at the macro level – energy, light, space, time).  Instead of the belief that everything is composed of fixed point particles, everything is interconnected and composed of filaments called strings.  So the New Agers had it right long ago.  We really are all connected!!
Getting Ready to Breathe

Below are a number of breath practices that adults and children can learn.  Before working with breath, some helpful things to remember are:

1. Working with breath in different ways leads to different physiological and psychological responses.

2. Breathing can be practiced in any situation where one would benefit and just about any time – before a test, in a crises, when a woman is in child labor, while doing physical activity, sports, or athletics, when trying to go to sleep, when needing an uplift of energy, when alone, in a group, or in a crowd, in a few seconds or for long periods of time, with an intended result or practicing just because.
3. Breathing can be practiced by anyone as long as there is an awareness of the intended impact of the breath.  For instance, you wouldn’t tell a panicking child to do a fast form of breathing that energizes them when they need to calm down.
4. The optimal orientation of the body is with a straight spine, either sitting or lying down, and with loose clothing so that the breath can move freely.  

5. It is easiest to do breathing in a quiet room, without distractions.
6. If cultivating a breathing practice, I encourage you to create a space that honors the practice.  Have the space clean and orderly.  Create an altar using a small table or shelf where you can place items that remind you of your intention in breathing, such as photos, things from nature, small pieces of art.  Light a candle.  Either have silence or play soft music.  
7. Before starting to breath, set an intention.  An intention is a guiding word or succinct phrase that can keep you present to why you are breathing (Ie:  peace, equanimity, clear thinking, come back to myself, letting go, relax…).
Grounding or Becoming Present for Breath

Before moving into the breathing practice, it is important to ground or become present.  When working with clients or yoga students, I use the following instructions:
1. Find a very comfortable position so that you can relax in your body as much as possible.
2. (If lying down) Rest your hands at your side, or place one hand on the belly, or one hand on the belly and one on the heart.
3. (If sitting) Rest your hands comfortably in your lap, either palms up (helps in letting go) or palms down (helps in grounding down).
4. Take a few deep full body breaths, all the way down into the belly.  Fill your body up with breath and then simply let it go.
5. Allow your shoulders to relax down from your ears, and relax all the way through to your hands and fingers. 
6. Relax the muscles in the face, and the jaw, even the tongue, and around the eyes and forehead.
7. Begin to feel your body relaxing into the (chair, couch, floor…).  Let those places in your body that are touching the (chair, couch, floor…) soften, and feel them melt even more into the (chair, couch, floor).
Basic Forms of Breath Practices

Noticing Breath

· Basic meditative breath used in various forms of meditation, self hypnosis, stress reduction work. 
· Use when wanting to get centered, to calm down, to connect to the body.
· Benefits – Lowers central nervous system activity (stress reduction), calms the mind, provides a focus away from distractions external or internal. 
Technique  

· Simply notice the breath as it moves in and out of the body.

· Feel the texture of the breath, how it feels in the nose, against the tongue, as it moves through the throat and into the lungs.

· Listen sound of the breath.  Sometimes it sounds like waves on a beach or wind in the trees, in and out, in and out. 

· Tune into your body and notice how it feels.  Notice how inhales stretch out the sides of the rib cage, the shoulders lift, there is a lightness to the body.  Notice how on the exhales the shoulders drop down, the body wants to surrender and let go, it feels heaver, more solid.

Abdominal Breathing Technique (Counting Breath)

· Taking the Noticing Breath deeper.
· Use when wanting to breathe deeply, particularly if struggling with shallow breathing.

· Use of Mantras – I sometimes encourage use of mantras, or phrases to aid in relaxation.  Inhales focus on pulling in positive (peace, confidence, love), exhales releasing negatives or positives phrased in the letting go (surrender, no more worry, letting go, anger).  Sometimes also encourage use of images (word relax in sand with waves, wind in trees, waves on a beach).

· Benefits:  In addition to calming the mind and the body, increases oxygen amount in the physical body and pranic body, bringing increased healing capacity to all the cells

Technique 
· Place one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen. When you take a deep breath in, the hand on the abdomen should rise higher than the one on the chest. This insures that the diaphragm is pulling air into the base of the lungs.  This will also allow comfort with the hands resting on the 2nd and 3rd chakras, self love and empowerment energy centers of the body.
· Breathe in through the nose, filling up the lungs to the lower chamber, as if filling up the belly, and all the way up to the top of the chest, and count how long the inhale takes.
· On the exhale, count the exhale. 

· Repeat and increase count of inhale by 1 each time.
Ujjayi Pranayama

· (pronouned OOOO-jah-yeee)   "Ocean Sounding" or "Victorious" breath (in Kids Yoga we call it the "Darth Vader" breath)  
· The sound created by this breath has been described as a "soft hissing sound" or a "gentle snore." I like to remind students to imagine waves on a beach, the ocean sounds of relaxation and life, or wind in the trees, the breath of the earth. 
· Benefits:  Increases body temperature, calms and focuses the mind, aids in concentration.  

· Use anytime to bring focus and warmth.  Primary form of breath in Ashtanga based yoga (Vinyasa, Power)
· Contraindications – None except if dizzy might be forcing the breath.  Relax, breathe normally, then resume.

Technique
· Slightly constrict the back of the throat, or the glottis.

· To find the glottis, whisper the word “whisper” to feel the glottis contract.  Then say out loud while whispering the word “ha.”  Follow this with whispering ha with the mouth closed and then inhale the same way.
· Breath should be smooth and easy, not forced, and with controlled inhale and exhale.  

Dirga Pranayama
· Pronounced "DEAR-gah.  Also called the "Yogic Breath", "Three-part breath" and "Complete Breath"  
· Completely fills our lungs with oxygen.  Believed to bring in 7 times as much oxygen to the body, 7 times as much prana.
· Dirga Pranayama is called the three part breath because you are actively breathing into three parts of your abdomen. The first position is the low belly (on top of or just below the belly button), the second position is the low chest (lower half of the rib cage), and the third position is the low throat (just above the top of the sternum).
· Use when learning or teaching how to breath to full lung capacity.  Also extremely calming.
· Best done lying flat on the back.
· Benefits:  Expands and stretches the lungs gently, increasing lung capacity.  Brings a higher level of oxygen into the blood stream.  Calming.  Relaxing.  
· Contraindications – With pregnant women, make sure to avoid lying flat on the back.  Have support on bolsters or pillows at an angle.   
Technique
· The breath is continuous, inhaled and exhaled through the nose. 
· When breathing in all 3 parts of the abdomen, the inhalation starts in the first position, the low belly; then moves to the second position, the low chest; then to the third position, the low throat. The exhalation starts in the low throat, moves to the low chest, and finishes in the low belly.
· When you start practicing, you may want to individually isolate the movement in each position, using the hands.  When you have a good feel for the breath moving in and out of each position, practice without the hands. 
· To begin, place a hand on the belly and breathe deeply into the belly, feeling the belly rise and fall.  Maintain the focus there for a number of breaths.
· Next, place a hand on the lower ribs and breathe deeply into the belly then to the lower ribs, feeling the expansion of the ribs outward, noticing the stretching on the inhale of the intercostals muscles that surround the rib cage.  Maintain the focus there for a number of breaths.
· Finally, place a hand on the chest and breathe deeply into the belly, then the lower ribs, then to the upper chest, feeling as if the whole body is filling up with breath. 
· Eventually relax the effort of the Pranayama and breathe into the three positions gently, feeling a wave of breath move up and down the torso.
Nadi Shodhana
· Pronounced NAH-dee SHOW-dhah-nah.  The "Sweet Breath", "Channel Purification Breath" or "Alternate Nostril Breath"
· Brings balance to the right and left hemispheres of the brain.

Technique
· Close your eyes and concentrate on the feel of your breath. Use your thumb to open and close one nostril and your ring finger for the other. 

· Close the right nostril. 

· Inhale through left nostril for 10 counts. 

· Close both nostrils, and hold for 10 counts. 

· Exhale through right nostril for 10 counts. 

· Inhale through right nostril for 10 counts. 

· Close both nostrils and hold for count of 10. 

· Exhale through left nostril for 10 counts. 
· Follow this sequence three to eight times. 
Toi Lynn Wyle, MS, MFT, ERYT leads workshops and retreats focusing on the healing and integration of body, mind & spirit.  She weaves together 20 years of experience as a Psychotherapist, Life Coach, Hypnotherapist, Expressive Arts Therapist, Clarity Breathworker, and Yoga Instructor.  She holds a private practice and teaches yoga in the San Francisco Bay Area.  She is passionate about living a life of presence, play and purpose, and supporting others to do the same.  For more info. Visit http://www.toilynnwyle.com[image: image1.png]



