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introduction


We all move through life with the constant companion, the gift, of breath. We also spend much of our lives communicating, creating, and loving through our hands. Essential yet often overlooked, the breath and hands can be portals to selfdiscovery, healing, and inner peace. Although we age, fall ill, sustain injuries to the body, suffer heartbreak, loss, and mental disturbances, for as long as we are on this planet in our bodies, we have breath. Human beings, including very young children, people with physical limitations, and the elderly, all have access to breath and, in most cases, we have the ability to use our hands, which means there is never a time when using breath and mudras—yoga poses for your hands—isn’t possible. That adds enormously to the ways in which we can use yoga, and for how long, and opens the door to many people to enjoy this ancient and transformative practice.
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Yoga is my passion and it is a joy to know that we can tap into its science and magic in bite-sized morsels and derive myriad benefits in the same way that snacking on nutritious and tasty tidbits can provide important nutrients and keep our engines running beautifully. Even when we cannot, for one reason or another, sit down to a full three-course meal, we can still savor the flavor of communing with mind, body, and spirit.


I have taught yoga for almost two decades and practiced it for almost three. My personal practice can vary from a traditional one and a half to two-hour asana practice to a 20-minute meditation, depending on the day. Within that range there are two consistent and essential components for me and they are what this book is about and what you hold in your hands right now. Without my practice, I would not be able to navigate the sometimes harsh terrain of the world in which we live. A little can go a long way and it’s never too late or too early to tap into your inner light through yoga.
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So for those who are still skeptical that they can practice asanas (yoga poses) or do not consider themselves the “yoga type” I ask you, do you breathe? Can you make a thumbs-up? If so, you can practice yoga here and now and elevate yourself on every level! No yoga outfit is necessary, no special strength or flexibility is a prerequisite, and there is nothing to lose but anxiety, pain, and mental clutter. What’s to gain? Vitality, radiance, joy, clarity, and ease. You may be wondering how something as mundane (or is it?) as your breath and something as common and functional as your hands can have such an effect. If you are curious, and since you have come this far already it seems you are, I am thrilled to take you on this journey.
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The book is organized by condition that requires remedy and by desire that seeks to be fulfilled. It is meant for both the raw beginner and the seasoned practitioner or teacher. There is a breath and mudra practice for each condition and desire, as well as a combined practice with a “jewel thought” meditation. Feel free to peruse the book and see what calls out to you or to refer to the contents for a more specific approach. The magic and power of these ancient practices are now in your hands!
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THE BASICS
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CHAPTER 1


BREATH IS LIFE


breath: the power of breathing; life also known as: life force, inspiration


The breath is like the sky, so omnipresent that we almost forget it’s there until it does something astounding like change color before our eyes; or, when cloud spotting, we see a magical kingdom emerge and a horse seems to gallop right out of the cotton candy cloud it was nestled in; or when the crack of thunder and bolt of lightning snap us into the electric brilliance of the present moment. Then the sky is anything but background scenery. It becomes the main event and takes us by the force of its NOW energy into the eternal present. In between those moments, the sky holds our connection to life by providing a place for the sun, moon, and stars to hang and upon which we can plant the seeds of our dreams. The sky is like one of those clear plastic umbrellas that keeps us grounded and shielded from the overwhelming expanse that is space, yet it is also the window to the vastness of the cosmos and stimulates ponderings on the nature of existence. The sky has always been there, like our breath.


The breath is like the sky for its many unsung moments. There is no switch for either, they exist independently and yet it is by their existence that we can exist. From the first inhale, which could be called the inspiration to live, to our last exhale, which is the ultimate surrender and letting go, the breath is our companion.


As we grow, evolve, and explore the world, as we shift, change, and reinvent, as we love, lose, and love again, there is the breath.


When we turn our inner gaze upon our breath and begin to notice it, feel it, hear it, enjoy it, we experience life in a different way. On a physical level, yogic science says that we can improve the functioning of the body by cleansing the 72,000 energy channels or nadis. These channels of energy move our life force (prana) and when they are cleansed, they stay fluid and clear like a fresh, beautifully running river. When we practice pranayama (controlling the flow of breath), we are enriching our blood with more oxygen, which purifies the blood and supports healthy functioning of the respiratory system. Additionally, we fuel the burning of glucose. These actions produce energy, which gives power to the muscular contractions of the body. If we want to climb a mountain, we must consider our breathing capacity and our body must respond efficiently to give us the energy and strength required. If we want to relax, we can turn to the breath as well. It is a centerpiece to all that we are and all that we do and is connected to every aspect of human experience, yet we often don’t think of it at all.
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We live in a wonderful age of expansion and understanding where it is becoming widely recognized by traditional, functional, and alternative medical practitioners and healing specialists that breath practice can reduce anxiety and depression, lower stress levels, balance blood pressure, increase energy levels, improve sleep, and aid in pain management, among other benefits. Over the course of 25 years it has been my personal experience and observation that all of this and more is true.


On a spiritual level the breath, as with the sky, forges a bond with the unseen wonder of being alive. It is as basic to our experience as it gets—no breath no life—and yet it is ever mysterious. Where does the breath come from? It’s a constant reminder of the divine-source energy force field in which we live and that we are ultimately not in charge. You may believe that breath is a gift from God, or that the unknown scientific mysteries of the universe have aligned in a way that gave you form and function, but we can all agree that without breath we do not exist and that each breath is a precious gift.


how to breathe


“Huh? Wait, don’t I already know? I’m alive!” Yes, this is true and you have done a fine job so far. Now we will take it to the next level with pranayama. This is the control or manipulation of the breath to collaborate with the life force toward a particular goal. Now we go from survival to thrival! We take the gift of our own breath and direct it for our own purpose, be that to wake up, slow down, focus, or something else.
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In this section of the book you will find a way to become aware of your breath plus ten more breath techniques to practice and use either on their own or with suggested mudras for each condition. The mudras are powerful and effective on their own but when combined with a breath technique, they can become supercharged.


I offer you both the English and the Sanskrit names for the breath techniques, but primarily refer to the English throughout. However, I encourage you to use what comes most naturally to you. Some may feel drawn to the Sanskrit while others may find the English easier to connect with. The main point is to keep it simple, practical, and joyful as you develop these new relationships.


WHAT TO DO WITH YOUR BODY WHILE YOU BREATHE


While you can breathe in any position as we do every day throughout our life, there are optimum positions for focused breath techniques. Whatever position you choose, it is most important that you are comfortable and relaxed.


Sitting


This can be in a chair or on the floor. If you are in a chair, make sure you have both feet on the ground and you are sitting upright and balanced.
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If you are on the floor, you can sit in cross-legged Easy Pose (Sukhasana), either flat on the ground or on a bolster or folded blanket so you are slightly elevated. If your hips or knees feel uncomfortable, I suggest a yoga block or rolled towels, blankets, or pillows, evenly placed under each outer knee.
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Another seated position is Thunderbolt Pose (Vajrasana). In this pose you rest on the shins with the tops of the feet on the floor and buttocks on heels. Your legs are together and your spine is straight. This pose stretches the legs and ankles and strengthens your spine. If your knees are uncomfortable, choose another position.


Standing


If practicing while standing, have both feet evenly placed on the ground, hip-width apart if possible, stomach slightly drawn in, tailbone descending, and spine tall and straight. This is a modified Mountain Pose (Tadasana).
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Lying down


Lying down is fine for a few simple breath and mudra techniques but it is not the best position for many of them. The reason for this is that the main energy channel for the body (Sushumna Nadi) is best accessed when the spine is upright and straight. However, in a few cases I suggest you rest on the floor in Corpse Pose (Savasana), arms about 8 inches (20cm) from your body, palms facing up, and legs comfortably spread apart. Your whole body is in a relaxed state, free of muscular tension.
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breath practices


ready, set, breathe


Get ready for a pranayama buffet! You can use this section to become familiar with the various breath practices that will be offered in the book and to explore and gain confidence with each of them. Please remember that, as with all aspects of yoga, it is important that this healing practice be approached free from judgment or tension. The breath affects and influences every cell in the body so a compassionate and patient approach is key for maximum benefits.


For timing, I refer mostly to “rounds” of breath and on occasion to number of minutes. A round is one inhale and one exhale. If practicing the breath on its own, a general rule of thumb is to start with 10–30 rounds, which will take around 1–3 minutes. You may close your eyes during the breath work or keep them open with a soft gaze fixed on one particular spot. In Sanskrit, this spot is called a drishti. Unless otherwise stated for certain breath practices, breathe in and out through your nose.


BREATH AWARENESS


Much like the title suggests, this is simply becoming aware of your breath and holding that attention on purpose.


Gently but firmly direct your attention, as many times as it takes, with patience, toward your breath. Feel the sensation of the breath in your body, wherever you notice it, as it comes and goes through your nose. You may find it helpful to direct your focus to a specific area, such as your belly or chest or nostrils. You do not need to alter your breath but simply observe your natural breathing and passively allow your thoughts to move along without attaching to any particular thought for any length of time. Instead attach your mind to your breath. This is a perfect way to begin to meditate.


EQUAL BREATH


(Sama Vritti Pranayama)


Aside from Breath Awareness, Equal Breath is the simplest of the breath techniques and is an excellent choice for stress reduction. It is a perfect breath for children and teens as well.
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After a few moments of Breath Awareness, begin to count to four in your mind as you inhale through your nose, then pause briefly and count to four silently as you exhale through your nose.


TRIUMPHANT/VICTORIOUS BREATH


(Ujjayi Pranayama)


This breath practice, which is generally (and throughout this book) referred to by the Sanskrit name rather than the translation, builds upon Breath Awareness but adds sound and action to hold your attention more firmly to the breath and therefore the present moment. In this way, you “triumph” over the chatter of the mind. It is the most common breath used in a yoga class to help you to deepen your concentration and to achieve a greater mind-body connection. This can facilitate more depth, progress, and healing in the postures.


On your inhale “hug” or slightly constrict your throat so that it sounds like wind in a tunnel or “whoosh” and on your exhale, push the breath out through the same “hug” in the back of your throat. It should feel as if you are breathing in and out of a nose in your throat rather than your nostrils. These breaths are longer and deeper than your natural breath.


You may also combine Ujjayi Breath with Equal Breath by adding the count of four. This is especially helpful for those extra busy mind moments.


THREE-PART BREATH


(Dirga Pranayama)


Three-part Breath is stress relieving and grounding.


For this practice visualization is helpful. Imagine filling a glass of water from bottom to top as you fill yourself with breath. Inhale into the bottom of the belly, then your solar plexus, finishing the breath in your chest. Pause briefly when you have filled your glass and then exhale from the upper chest, solar plexus, and finally bottom of the belly as if you were pouring the water from the glass.
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SUN BREATH


(Surya Bhedana Pranayama)


With this breathing technique, which is sometimes called Right Nostril Breathing, we invoke the energy of the sun. This breath can cultivate perseverance, enthusiasm, and zeal, and renew your hope.
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inhale . . .


From a seated position, place your left hand on your thigh. Fold the index and middle finger of your right hand into your palm leaving the thumb, ring finger, and pinky fingers free. (This is Vishnu Mudra.) You can do this with your left hand if you are left-handed. Close your left nostril with your ring finger and inhale through the right nostril. Then gently pinch both nostrils shut, using the thumb on the right nostril, and pause for a few seconds with both nostrils closed. Lift the ring finger from the left nostril and exhale through it. Continue so that you always inhale through the right and exhale through the left.
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exhale . . .


MOON BREATH


(Chandra Bhedana Pranayama)


This breathing technique, which is sometimes called Left Nostril Breathing, is cooling to the body and mind.
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inhale . . .


From a seated position, place your left hand on your thigh. Fold the index and middle finger of your right hand into your palm leaving the thumb, ring finger, and pinky fingers free. (This is Vishnu Mudra.) You can do this with your left hand if you are left-handed. Close your right nostril with your thumb and inhale through the left nostril. Then gently pinch both nostrils shut, using the ring finger on the left nostril, and pause for a few seconds with both nostrils closed. Lift the thumb from the right nostril and exhale through it. Continue so that you always inhale through the left and exhale through the right.
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exhale . . .


ALTERNATE NOSTRIL BREATH


(Nadi Shodhana Pranayama)


This pranayama technique clears the two main energy channels of the body and balances the hemispheres of the brain, which can result in greater energy and focus. It is sometimes called Sun/Moon Breath.
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inhale . . .
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exhale . . .


Sit comfortably and position your left hand, facing up or down on your leg. (If you prefer a mudra, touch the thumb to the index finger in Jnana or Chin Mudra—Jnana is facing up, Chin is facing down.) As with Sun Breath and Moon Breath, take Vishnu Mudra: fold the index and middle finger of your right hand into your palm leaving the thumb, ring finger, and pinky finger free. Close your right nostril with your thumb, and inhale deeply through your left nostril. At the top of your inhale place the ring finger of your right hand over your left nostril, gently pinching the nose and pausing the breath. Then release your thumb and exhale through the right nostril. Inhale through the right nostril, close both, and exhale through the left. This is one cycle or round.
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inhale . . .
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exhale . . .


BELLOWS BREATH (Bhastrika Pranayama)
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